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A B S T R A C T
P L A Y F U L  LITERACY: F I R S T  G R A D E R S  A S  M E A N I N G  MAKERS
IN THE L I T E R A C I E S  O F  PLAY, T H E  C R E A T I V E  ARTS,
AN D  TH E  L A N G U A G E  A R T S
by
Judith M a cdonald F ueyo 
U n i v e r s i t y  of N e w  Hampshire, May 1990
T his e t h n o g r a p h i c  s t u d y  of a f irst g rade c l a s s r o o m  
e x a m i n e s  the i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e  and s y n e r g i s m  of m u l t i p l e  
symbol systems. C h i l d r e n ' s  oral language, their 
idiosyncratic use of time and space in the classroom, as 
well as their p l a y  and a r t m a k i n g  all s u g g e s t  d y n a m i c  
i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s  with their writing. Simply put, the 
study asks, How do play, w ork in the c r e a t i v e  arts, and the 
language arts influence eac h  other?
H i s t o r i c a l l y ,  language arts s t u d i e s  have b e e n  
v e r b o c e n t r i c . Such an e x c l u s i v e l y  verbal c o n c e p t i o n  of 
language arts limits e x p r e s s i v e  p o t ential in general, and in 
p a r t i cular, limits writing development. Nearly a decade 
ago, Janet Emig asked w r i t i n g  researchers, "...for the 
p r o c e s s  of writing, what is truly or g a n i c ? "  Now, P l a y f u 1 
L i t e r a c v  e x p lores that q u e s t i o n  by f a l l o w i n g  four first
x i i i
g r a d e  thinkers as they c o m p o s e  w i t h  blacks, with clay, with 
s h a d o w  p u p pets, with tissue paper collage, and with 
d r e s s - u p  c l o thes, as well as with writ t e n  and spoken words.
Fundamentally, this study a sks language arts 
c u r r i c u l u m s  to honor a r a n g e  of m e a n i n g  m a k i n g  g e s t u r e s  or 
l i teracies including p l a y  and the c r e a t i v e  arts. 
C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  it c h a l l e n g e s  the t i m e - h o n o r e d  "basics" and 
a s k s  edu c a t o r s  to reth i n k  "literacies."
x i v
C H A P T E R  I
S H I F T I N G  L A N D S C A P E S  GF L I T E R A C Y
Two w h o l e  d ays a week fro m  September, 1987, through 
April, 1988, I m a n e u v e r e d  a l t e r n a t e l y  as p a r t i c i p a n t -  
o b s e r v e r  and n o n - p a r t i c i p a n t  o b s erver in 1G, a first grade 
c l a s s r o o m  in a small, n e w l y - u p s c a l e  New H a m p s h i r e  c o m mute-  
c o m m u n i t y  one hour n orth of Boston. I w a s  looking for 
c o n n e c t i o n s  and d i s j u n c t u r e s  b e t w e e n  m e a n i n g  making during 
pla y  and the c r e a t i v e  arts, and meaning making w i t h i n  the 
language arts, e s p e c i a l l y  writing. T o w a r d  this purpose, I 
f a s h i o n e d  the r e s e a r c h  question, How c a n  the vari o u s  
e x p r e s s i o n s  that first g r a d e r s  use be d e s c r i b e d ?
Inside the c l a s s r o o m  I g a t h e r e d  fieldnotes, video t a p e d  
h o u r s  of play, c r e a t i v e  arts and language arts episodes, 
took h u n d r e d s  of p h o t o g r a p h s  of c h i l d r e n  and things they 
made, c o l l e c t e d  s a m p l e s  from their w r i t i n g  folders, and 
a u d i o t a p e d  hours of inter v i e w s  with their teacher, Chris 
G a u d e t .
O u t s i d e  the classroom, I visited c a s e  study c h i l d r e n ' s  
ho m e s  to interview p a r e n t s  c o n c e r n i n g  their child r e n ' s
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h a b i t s  of play, read i n g  and writing. T hese interviews 
p r o m p t e d  fol l o w - u p  calls, and b e c a m e  e x t e n d e d  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  
throughout the study. I haunted K a y - B e e  T o y s  to learn more 
a bout N i n t e n d o  games, s ince these were f o r e i g n  c u l t u r e s  for 
me, yet cultural c o llateral for the b o y s ’ stories, b lock 
s tructures, and recess games.
In a physical s e n s e  then, I p o s i t i o n e d  myself w ith 
v i d e o c a m e r a  to look a c r o s s  m e a n i n g - m a k i n g  overtures, verbal 
and non-verbal, to see what I c o u l d  see a b o u t  first g r a d e r s  
as meaning makers. Here, mean i n g  making m e a n s  o b s e r v a b l e  
acts, including those c h i l d r e n  m a y  not yet a r t i c u l a t e  in 
words, that c ase study c h i l d r e n  e n g a g e  in as they play, 
talk, write, read, or work in m e d i a  like clay, collage, 
c r e a t i v e  movement, drawing, s h a d o w  plays, and the like. In 
a c o nceptual sense, the need for a mental position, the 
u rge for a m e t a p h o r  to d e s c r i b e  my growing s ense of this 
first g rade e x p e r i e n c e  consumed me.
□ ld - t h i n k  in s t u d i e s  of literacy and learning m eant 
what might be a n a l o g o u s  to p a r t i c l e  physics: bits and ever-
d i m i n i s h i n g  b i t s  of mattei f u n d a m e n t a l s  or "the basics" —
w e r e  explored. T hese f u n d a m e n t a l s  revered words, their 
d i v i s i o n s  into letters, sounds, and their potential to equal 
the sum of their parts. The idea that w o r d s  might indeed 
h a v e  the s y n e r g i s t i c  potential to become m o r e  than the sum 
of their p arts was as yet m i n i m i z e d  in m uch literacy 
research. T h e s e  "basics" f u n c t i o n e d  either as top-down,
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bottom-up, interactive, or t r a n s a c t i v e  principles, depending
on the e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  and p e d a g o g i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n s  of 
teachers and researchers. Regardless, a v e r b o c e n t r i c  symbol 
system m e s m e r i z e d  literacy research. (A nota b l e  e x c e p t i o n  is 
Ruth H u b b a r d ' s  1989 e x a m i n a t i o n  of visual literacy and 
wri t ing . )
My  e x p e r i e n c e s  urged a n o t i o n  of "fundamental" that
included varied s y m b o l i c  experiences, w hich to me appeared
more b a s i c  than w o r d s — even for verbal literacy. Linguist
James G e e  (1988) i llustrates what is parado x i c a l  in
con v e n t i o n a l  c o n c e p t s  of literacy:
It is this: O n e  has ei t h e r  to d e f i n e  literacy q uite 
n a r r o w l y  as 'the ability to de c o d e  (and encode) writing 
or one has to define it in such a way that r e a d i n g  and 
w r i t i n g  do not play a p r i v i l e g e d  rol e  in the 
definition. If we d e m a n d  in our view of l i t e r a c y  that 
p e o p l e  u n d e r s t a n d  what they read, then we p e r f o r c e  
incl u d e  in our view of literacy the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
p e o p l e  give to the text. But this i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  is 
a l w a y s  done in terms of som e  d i s c o u r s e  system. And 
t h i s  d i s c o u r s e  system will hardly ever be o n e  that is 
r e s t r i c t e d  to use with w r i t t e n  language. Ra t h e r  it 
wil l  be used to encode and decode oral language and 
e v e n t s  in the real world as well. ...The job of a 
literacy teac h e r  involves not print oer s e . but 
d i s c o u r s e  systems. And that is a m e s s y  b u s i n e s s  
indeed, involving as it d oes the world of facts, the 
w o r l d  of so c i a l  interaction and social relations, and 
t h e  world of ideology (values, norms, beliefs). (37- 
38. )
"Events in the real world" s u g g e s t s  that " d i s c o u r s e  systems" 
are n e v e r  e x c l u s i v e l y  verbal, e s p e c i a l l y  w h e r e  young 
c h i l d r e n  are concerned. Hence, the need for an expan d e d  
notion o f  literacy— or l i t e r a c i e s — that va l u e s  the range of 
e x p r e s s i v e  repertoires, in m u l t i p l e  symbol systems, that
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c h i l d r e n  show. S e r e n d i p i t o u s 1y , an idea in my personal
read i n g  o f f e r e d  a way to a r t i c u l a t e  shifting notions of
s p a c e  and time, unconve n t i o n a l  l a ndscapes of literacy.
B o r r o w i n g  a. Conc e p t  f r o m  the New P h y s i c s
In C h a o s . a l a y m a n ' s  e x p l a n a t i o n  of the ongoing
r e v o l u t i o n  in physics, James G l e i c k  (1987) a r g u e s  for a
h o l i s t i c  c o n c e p t i o n  of physics, for less m i n u t e  acco u n t i n g
of p h e n o m e n a  into e v e r - d e c r e a s i n g  particles. Instead, he
u r g e s  more inquiry a c r o s s  p h e n o m e n a  to seek p a t t e r n s  w h e r e
o n l y  chaos w a s  expected. In a s i m i l a r  spirit, in my s e a r c h
a c r o s s  m e a n i n g  making overtures, verbal and nonverbal,
d u r i n g  free play, the c r e a t i v e  arts, and the language arts,
I wa s  looking for pa t t e r n s ,  p e r h a p s  f undamental patterns,
w h e r e  few ha d  been d e tected, or p e r h a p s  e v e n  suspected.
And I knew that fu n d a m e n t a l  need not mean m ost obvious. To
u s e  Susa n n e  L a n g e r 1s (19A2) s u c c i n c t  words:
A p h i l o s o p h y  is c h a r a c t e r i z e d  more by the f o r m u l a t i o n  
of its p r o b l e m s  t han by its s o l u t i o n  of them. Its 
answ e r s  est a b l i s h  an edifice o f  facts; but its 
q u e s t i o n s  make the frame in w h i c h  its p i c t u r e  of f a c t s  
is plotted. They m ake more tha n  the frame; they g i v e
the a n g l e  of p e r s p e c t i v e . . . .  In our q u e s t i o n s  lie our
p r i n c i p l e s  of analysis, and our answers m a y  express 
whatever those p r i n c i p l e s  a r e  able to y i e l d  (4).
I q uestioned: What is fundamental whe n  c o n c e i v i n g  of m e a n i n g
making, verbal and non-verbal, w i t h i n  a first grade
c l a s s r o o m  and how c o u l d  this be d e s c r i b e d ?
The e p i s o d e s  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  in this study c i r c l e
rather than zero in on the traditional literacy topics of
writing, reading, listening, and talking. In the spirit of 
the young p h y s i c i s t s  for w h o m  the s c i e n c e  was m i r e d  in 
m i nutiae, the naming of p a r t i c l e s  futile, and the body of 
t heory cluttered, this inqu i r y  seeks a no t i o n  of meaning 
m a k i n g  or literacies that includes and r e s p e c t s  shifting, 
s i m u ltaneous, m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l  influences.
E n l a r g i n g  the A n g l e  of V i s i o n
Two of the four case s t u d y  children, Mick and Ed, as 
well as Randy, Mick's tablemate, are f e a tured in the 
f o l l o w i n g  examples. I w a n t  to suggest ways of seeing 
c o n n e c t i o n s  to literacy w i t h i n  c l a s s r o o m  events, including 
c o n v e n t i o n a l  literate o c c a s i o n s  such as writing, as well as 
u n c o n v e n t i o n a l  occ a s i o n s  suc h  as ma k i n g  c o l l a g e s  and 
b u i l d i n g  blocks. In each situation, c o n s i d e r  wha t  the c hild 
a p p e a r s  to be trying to do, ask if is it worth naming with * 
the child, and what, if anything, m i g h t  it m e a n  to language 
g r o w t h .
Early in December d u r i n g  writing, Mick asked, "Judy, 
s h o u l d  I tape my watch to m y  story? I don't know if I 
s h o u l d  put my w a t c h  here." He then p o s i t i o n e d  the watch 
onto his s t o r y ' s  cover, and began to read. "S t r a t h a m  Park 
S t o r y . I can't read this first page. Can you?"
I couldn't either so h e  went on to the next page. At 
the end, a gain he asked if he should tape his w atch to the 
cover. I asked if the w a t c h  had a n y t h i n g  to do with the 
story. He said, "It's to tell what time I went. They need
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to know." I asked h i m  how o t h e r  authors m i g h t  show time in 
a story.
" I've got it," h e  said, t h e n  he d r e w  his w atch on the 
cover and printed a four on its face. I said, "Good 
solution. You f i g u r e d  out a w a y  to show your r e a d e r s  the 
time in you r  story."
Mick had yet to master the power of the word as symbol, 
a d m i t t e d l y  a "basic" to writing growth. However, 
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y ,  he w a s  juggling a u d i e n c e  n e e d s —  
t r a d i t i o n a l l y  c o n s i d e r e d  an a b s t r a c t  p r i n c i p l e  for beginning 
w r i t e r s — a l o n g s i d e  the r e l a t i o n s h i p s  b e t w e e n  ideas and 
w o r d s — g e n e r a l l y  c o n s i d e r e d  a m o r e  c o n c r e t e  principle.
Uleeks b e f o r e  this, in late S e p t e m b e r ,  I o v e r h e a r d  R a n d y  
reading h i s  b o o k - i n - p r o g r e s s , M v  Trip to P e n n s v l v a n i a . to 
Mick. O f  the t h i r t e e n  pages c o m p l e t e d  to that time, all 
b e g a n  with "We a r e . . . . "  Mi c k ' s  p e r s i s t e n t  s e n s i t i v i t y  to 
a u d i e n c e  is evident in the f o l l o w i n g  conve r s a t i o n .
Mick: H o w  come you always sa y  'We a r e 1?
Randy: 'Cause I like it.
Mick: Not a very g o o d  reason. All the w a y  back h e r e  (Mick
turns the p a g e s  for Randy and p o i n t s  to 'we are, we are, we 
are' on e a c h  page). How about...
Randy: I h a v e  to.
Mick: H o w  about 'I am' ?
Ironically, the first book that Mick w r o t e  and read to 
the class w a s  similar to R a n d y ' s  in format: most p a g e s  began 
w ith "This is..." M ick was not critical of r e p e t i t i o n  in
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his o w n  s t o r y 1.
However, this study asks: Is it mor e  important to focus 
on the p r o b l e m s  Mick is p o s i n g  than o n  his s o l u t i o n s  at this 
time? He is s e n s i t i v e  to monotony, to a u d i e n c e — e v e n  though 
he is not yet a c t i n g  on these concerns. Randy, on the other 
hand, appe a r s  to u n d e r s t a n d  better the power of words. He 
h as m o r e  control of letter-sound c o n v e n t i o n s  than Mick, yet 
he d o e s  not ap p e a r  to be c o n c e r n e d  w ith audience. As his 
s t o r y  developed, t w e n t y - t h r e e  of his t h i r t y - f i v e  p a g e s  began 
wi th "We a r e . “
At issue in both t hese e x a m p l e s  is to wonder What is 
the c h i l d  trying to d o ? — as much if not more t h a n —  What is 
the c h i l d  doing? What a p p e a r s  basic for one is ha r d l y  an 
issue far another!
Another episode, involving talk, not writing, s h o w s 
M i c k ' s  c o n t i n u i n g  keen, if tenuous, c o n c e r n  with audience.
As he w o r k s  on a turkey c o l l a g e  with his tablemates, he 
a p p e a r s  to test the b o u n d a r i e s  of p l a u s i b i l i t y .
Mick: Once I killed a turkey for Thanksgiving.
Stacy: You k n o w  what? I, my mom's...
Mick: Only I lost my gun. I...
Stacy: My mom doesn't like s h o o t i n g  with the guns so she
buys o u r s  at the supermarket.
Mick: I kill ours.
Marissa: Yeah, right.
Mick: I used to, but I d on't any more.
Randy: If i t ’s not this y e a r ...I d o n ' t . . . t h e n  it's
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i1 l e g a l .
Mick: It's illegal. Yeah, but if it's o ther years
it's illegal. Only on T h a n k s g i v i n g  you can deer hunt. But
onl y  on the regular days, but if y o u ' r e  poor yo u  can 
s h o o t . . . i f  you h ave e n o u g h  money to buy gun s  or make 
w e a p o n s .
Mick m akes f a ntastic claims, retreats, and regroups. H e  
a p p e a r s  to be asking, "How can I m e a n  in this situation?
What can I cl a i m ?  How muc h  will they b e l i e v e  and still be 
f r i e n d s ?  W hat does 'story' mean in a c r e a t i v e  arts' 
c o n t e x t ?  Can I make oral fict i o n  as freely as the w r i t t e n  
form?" Mick w a s  posing harder p r o b l e m s  than h o w  to m a k e  a
tur k e y  c o l l a g e  that day, and I w o n d e r e d  ho w  fundamental 
t hese issues w e r e  to h i s  literacy growth. Not surprisingly, 
the theme o f  a u d i e n c e / f r i e n d s  d o m i n a t e d  M i c k ' s  a t t e n t i o n — in 
reading, writing, and p l a y — t h r o u g h o u t  the study.
Anot h e r  incident, co l l a p s e d  for brev i t y  here, 
i l l u s t r a t e s  h o w  block pla y  s u g g e s t e d  insights into Ed' s  
writ i n g  processes.
Late in October I a s k e d  him, "What gav e  you the idea to 
m a k e  these (bristle) b l o c k s  into t r a n s f o r m e r s ? "
Ed replied, "I had it last year. I m a d e  the idea last 
y e a r ."
About this same time, Chris and I were concerned 
b e c a u s e  Ed had w r i t t e n  o n l y  two "books" s i n c e  school began. 
One had o n l y  three pages, the o ther four. Du r i n g  w r i t i n g  
on e  morning, I asked Ed, "What are you w r i t i n g  these days?"
He said, "I'm w o r k i n g  on two books at the same time, so
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it's h ard. Want me to read y o u  this book? Color R a c e r s ."
Bot h  the term "color race r s "  and his p l a n s  for the book 
were n e w s  to me, so I asked ( i nsightfully!), "What?"
" C a r s  you put in the w ater and they c h a n g e  colors. I'm 
gonna do s o m e  funny things in t his book."
"What do you m e a n ? "  I probed.
Ed explained, " L i k e  they go inside the biggest 
shark...I can show y o u  a p i c t u r e  of it. (He headed for the 
b o o k s h e l v e s  and r e t u r n e d  with a book about s h a r k s . )
I as k e d ,  "How d o e s  this fit into your story?"
"I'm gonna put all my c a r s . . . a  big s h a r k ...I 111..."
In short, Ed began p l a n n i n g  a b o o k  that b e c a m e  his w r i t i n g  
project f o r  most of th e  year.
On e  d a y  about t h i s  same time, as he w a s  finishing an 
el a b o r a t e  block s t r u c t u r e  d u r i n g  free play, I asked, "Is it 
good?" E d  replied, "It's my b e s t  base ever." I was struck 
by his c o n s i s t e n t  p u r s u i t  of "the best b a s e  ever." Fo r  as 
long as I'd been w a t c h i n g  him, a p p r o a c h i n g  two years n o w  
because h e  was r e p e a t i n g  first g rade and w a s  part of m y  
pilot s t u d y ,  he had wo r k e d  on b u i lding b l o c k  bases— m i l i t a r y  
s t r u c t u r e s  to house planes, bombs, and so forth. What, if 
anything, might this mea n  for Ed as a m e a n i n g  maker in 
general, and for h i s  literacy d e v e l opment in pa r t i c u l a r ?
S i m p l y  put, C h r i s  and I w a n t e d  to se e  children as 
meaning makers. O n c e  we shif t e d  our thinking, the 
traditional literacy frames of reading, writing, speaking,
and l i stening r e c e d e d  far us and the children. (Though for 
the latter, of course, the t r a d i t i o n s  had yet to dominate.
If that Mere not the case, this study Mould not exist 1) 
Rather, children selected to include the traditional 
literacies alongside whatever various playful, personal 
symbol systems they Mere working Mith. We Mere struck more 
by children's passionate pursuit of meaning than their 
pursuit of verbal language.
L e a r n i n g  How to M e a n  in School
Indeed, C h r i s  and I M e r e  w i t n e s s i n g  c h i l d r e n  
learning how to m e a n  in school. A d m i t t e d l y  traditional 
f rames o f  "reading, Mriting, listening, speaking" are 
e s s e n t i a l ,  but t h e y  are epiph e m o n e m a ,  the tips of the 
iceberg when i n quiring into e a r l y  literacy. By the study's 
end, C h r i s  and I a p p r e c i a t e d  m o r e  subtle signs as literate 
g e s t u r e s .
In the c h a p t e r s  to come, you will see how c h i l d r e n  like 
Ed and Mic k  a p p e a r e d  to set m o r e  complex c o m m u n i c a t i v e  goals 
than a n y  the c u r r i c u l u m  or the teacher set. Many times 
during this study, I've felt like a member of a c i r c u s  
a u d ience, m i s t a k e n l y  watching the center ring as the more 
s i g n i f i c a n t  acts o c c u r  off to a side ring. Of J a c k s o n  
P o l l a c k ' s  work, h i s  b i o g r a p h e r  C l a r k s o n  Potter (19B9) said, 
"His f i g u r e s  were ephemeral creations, ‘airy nothings' that 
existed only m o m e n t a r i l y  in m i d a i r  loops of paint, then 
d i s a p peared, leaving behind their vacated 'skins' on the
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canvas" (1B9).
Ulhat if s i g n i f i c a n t  literacy g e s t u r e s  are as ephemeral 
as P o l l a c k ' s  "airy n o t h i n g s " ?  Ulhat if we mis s  them, and 
f o c u s  instead on their "vacated 'skins' on the c a n v a s " — only 
an what we see c h i l d r e n  de c o d e  and encode?
This study q u e s t i o n s  "the basics," and e x p l o r e s  what is 
fu n d a mental to the literacies of the young child. E l e ments 
that may p r e v i o u s l y  h ave bee n  o v e r l o o k e d  as "noise," 
"frills," or "time off task" w i t h i n  the f l o w  of c l a s s r o o m  
life b e c o m e  instead the stuff under co n s i d e r a t i o n .  Like 
Michael H a l l i d a y  (1975), I think that to m a k e  sense of 
language, we "must seek s o m e t h i n g  'outside language' 
parallel to, and in c l o s e  i n t e r a c t i o n  with it." He s u g g e s t s  
we us e  "the social system," and consider it a social 
semiotic. For Halliday, "...each man's r e l a t i o n s h i p  to his 
h u m a n  e n v i r o n m e n t  is not empty, but full o f  m e a n i n g  for him 
and that this m e a n i n g  has b e e n  learnt thro u g h  his 
intera c t i o n  with o t h e r s . . . "  (x).
From the outset, Chris and I intended to invent a 
"space w h e r e  a n y t h i n g  can h a p p e n , "  (physical and 
m e t a p h o r i c a l  space), as Max i n e  Greene (1988) calls a 
c l a s s r o o m  filled with p o s s i b i l i t y .  Like H a l l i d a y  (1979), we 
d i s a g r e e d  with an " i n t r a - o r g a n i s m  appro a c h , "  which s u g gests 
m e a n i n g  lies in "what the m e m b e r  knows," and we opted 
instead for " a n . . . i n t e r - o r g a n i s m  a p proach," one that places 
the b u r d e n  of m e a n i n g  potential in the culture, rather than
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in the individual <9). L i k e  Halliday, Me Mere suspect of 
q u e s t i o n s  like, UJhat does t h e  child k now? Instead, we 
asked, H o w  can the child m e a n  here? Ulhat is t h e  meaning- 
p otential in this context?
T o w a r d  these purposes, Chris r e v a m p e d  ideas of how to 
use time and m a t e r i a l s  w i t h i n  her language* a rts curriculum. 
She was d e t e r m i n e d  to offer multiple m e a n i n g - m a k i n g  
e x p e r i e n c e s  as literacies. I, in turn, planted the 
question, How c a n  the child mean in 1 G ? — and watched.
UJe s a w  c h i l d r e n  s t r u g g l e  as muc h  with r e a d i n g  the 
c o m m u n i t i e s  as w i t h  specific encoding and d e c o d i n g  
strategies.
We s a w  that t h e  w o r k / p l a y  of the first g r a d e r  was less 
s p e c i f i c a l l y  the learning h o w  to read and write, and more 
ge n e r a l l y  the l e a rning how to mean in school.
He would g i v e  them m a n y  ways to d o  just that.
T h e  Selves behind t h e  Work
In all c r e a t i v e  works, the c r e a t o r s  b r e a t h e  themselves 
into e v e r y  part. Lester Fisher, p r o f e s s o r  of literature at 
the U n i v e r s i t y  o f  N e w  Hampshire, e n d e a r e d  h i m s e l f  to me b y  
claiming that he doesn't b e l i e v e  in t h e  concept of 'the 
s e l f ; 1 instead, h e  says we all have m a n y  "selves." I (we!) 
agree a n d  find it o n l y  e t h i c a l  to s h a r e  my s e l v e s .  Hence, 
this c h a p t e r  s t a n d s  not to deny, but to admit m y  u b i q u i t o u s  
p r e s e n c e s — p h ysical, spiritual, philosophical, social, 
po litical, g e n d e r - b a s e d / b i a s e d ,  educational, personal, and
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othei o n  ev er y page. Th i s  chapter stands as reminder that
the c h o i c e s — of e t h n o g r a p h i c  re se ar ch met hod ologi es , of
Ch ri s ' s  cla s s r o o m ,  of c ase s tu dy children, of specific
ch u n k s  of  c l a s s r o o m  action and talk, of what to read along
the way, and of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s — r e m a i n  just that: c h o i c e s
m a d e  by the m e 1s of this s t u d y  as I try to s t a y  close to
c h i l d r e n ' s  lived e x p e r ie nc es.
T h e  " re alitie s"  to f o l l o w  are d e s c r i p t i o n s  st eep ed in
my sel ves. To a s s u m e  a n o t h e r  pers on  will s e e  what I s e e
p oses p o t e n t i a l  p r o b l e m s  in a study like mine. Jane
W a g n e r ' s  (1986) s t at ement o f  the n a t u r e  of reality,
m a g n i f i c e n t l y  d e l i v e r e d  by  L il y T o m l i n  in her one w o m a n
show, "T he Search for S i g n s  of Intell igent L i f e  in the
U n i v e r s e , "  c a p t u r e s  the m a d d e n i n g  d i l e m m a  for this
q u a l i t a t i v e  res earcher: Wha t  co unts as real?
A f t e r  all, w h a t  is r e a l i t y  a n y w a y ?  Nothin ' but a 
c o l l e c t i v e  hunch. My s p a c e  c h u m s  think re al i t y  wa s  
o n c e  a p r i m i t i v e  me t h o d  of 
c r o w d  control that got out of hand.
In my view, i t ’s a b s u r d i t y  d r e s s e d  up 
in a t h r e e - p i e c e  b u s i n e s s  suit (18).
F r e q u e n t l y ,  the r e a l i t i e s  I see are aes thetic, w a y s  of 
seeing  that are alt e r n a t i v e ,  not askew. A e s t h e t i c  v i s i o n  
i nt e r p r e t s  p r o c e s s e s  and a c t i o n s  that they m a y  take s h a p e  as 
new m e a n i n g s ,  new  forms, n e w  ways of naming and of b e i n g  in 
the world. Ae s t h e t i c  vision, or "virtual s e e ing ,"  c r e a t e s  a 
reality, a thing, out o f — fo r  e x a m p l e — b e h a v i o r s  s ur ro unding  
block p l a y  or p e ri pheral talk during c r e a t i v e  arts episodes.
13
Mi nus  suc h  "seeing," these things c o u l d  easily be missed, or 
even worse, dismissed, d i s c o u n t e d  as no th i n g  — no "thing." 
Fr o m  Kids' Eves; Wh o is th i s  R e s e a r c h e r ?
Th r o u g h o u t  my  eight months' p r e s e n c e  in the classroom,
I m o v e d  u n p r e d i c t a b i 1y a mong the r oles of intruder, 
catalyst, co ll ab orator,  f a s h i o n  consultan t,  fl y- on - t h e - w a l l ,  
p a i n - i n - t h e - n e c k , v a r i o u s l y  klutz or b a l l e r i n a  wi t h  the 
v i d e o came ra , s ou l-mate,  ca sual friend, qu asi-ad u l t - c h i l d .
The c h i l d r e n ' s  w o r d s  b e l o w  show best  the m a n y - s e l v e s  I was 
for them.
M ic k and R a n d y  rush to the block corner and b e g i n  
p l a y i n g  together. I p o s i t i o n e d  m y s e l f  as d i s c r e t e l y  as 
p o s s i b l e  with the v i d e o c a m e r a  to tape them. Mick en te rs two 
m i n u t e s  later and atte m p t s  to join the pair. M i c k  says, 
"Get away, Mick. Don't c o m e  back. I wish no o n e  w oul d co m e  
here. I don't mi nd Judy. Sh e  has to b e  here."
Mic k  told m e  to skip the c a f e t e r i a  desserts, "because 
of h ig h bl ood  p r e s s u r e . ..b e c a u s e ... if your old e n o u g h  to be 
older than Ms. Gaudet, y o u ' r e  old e n o u g h  to die."
A s h l e y  n o t i c e d  my n a m e  on the b i r t h d a y  c a l e n d a r  and 
asked, "What are you doin' for your p a r t y ?  I'm ha v i n g  a 
s l e e p o v e r  for the class, just the girls. Are you?"
Crystal and E liza s n u g g l e  next to me and w r i t e  hearts 
and love notes in my r e s e a r c h  journal and Ab bie s l i p s  me 
this (see Fi g u r e  1). If s ize  is sig ni ficant,  A b b i e  and I 
are of  si mi la r s t a t u r e  in 1G!
1<*
FIGURE 1
'To Judy f r o m  Abbie'
io J i u ^  ,
J*Ue





Elaine c o m p l i m e n t s  me on the pe rf ume I received for my 
b i r t h d a y  and tells me ab out  hers, "It has a ro ll - o n  part. I 
love it!"
Crystal c r i t i q u e s  my new hair cut, "I liked it long 
bet t e r ."
Ni c h o l a s  exp l a i n e d  me to the new student, Tracee: "She
h e l p s  out. S h e  reads wi t h  us. S h e  listens to us a lot."
Katy a s k e d  me to he l p  repair the hole in the girls' 
lav. When I st art ed  out the c l a s s r o o m  door to check on it, 
K a t y  sh out ed to me: "Wait, you gotta' put your c l o t h e s p i n  on 
the hook e lse Ms. G. w o n ' t  know w h e r e  you are."
N i c h o l a s  said to a visitor w h e n  e x p l a i n i n g  my pr ese nce , 
"Oh, she's just Judy. S h e ' s  c r a z y  sometim es ."
Early o n e  mornin g E l a i n e  annou nce d: "Don't talk to me 
t his  morning, Judy. I'm very b u s y  with my fi sher s to ry  and 
I d o n ' t  ha ve time for a n y  questions ."
In December , Mick loaned me his baseball card 
co llec t i o n .  In January, he of fered me hi s new s t op watch for 
"a f e w  weeks." In Feb ru ary, he e d g e d  up to me and 
wh isp e r e d ,  "I had a li tt le trouble on the pl ayground, Judy. 
D o n ' t  tell Ms. Gaudet. It's no big deal." W i t h i n  moment s, 
the as s i s t a n t  principal called hi m  into the ha ll w a y  for "a 
1 i tt le t a l k ."
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Choosino the Informants; Rather...
Case Study Children Choose Me
Informa nt s is a clinical term for a h u m a n  r e l a t ions hi p  
And if first i mp ressio ns  count, as they m u s t  in se l e c t i n g  
" i n f o r m a n t s , " the s e l e c t i o n  p r o c e s s  is h i g h l y  intuitive, 
i d i o s y n c r a t i c , and pr act ical.  In light of the r e s ea rch  
question, I wanted to c o n c e n t r a t e  on s p e c i f i c  c h i l d r e n  who 
a p p e a r e d  s t r i k i n g l y  d i f ferent fr om each other. By late 
October, I zeroed in on four c h i l d r e n  who we r e  among my gut 
choi c e s  fr o m  the first week of the study.
Dawn hid be hind long bangs, behind a whisper o f  a 
voice, b e h i n d  a c u r t a i n  of u n c e r t a i n t y  w h e n  asked h o w  she 
knew s o m e t h i n g  or w h e n  asked what  she w a n t e d  to da. Yet, I 
su s p e c t e d  that she did know. She talked ma i n l y  w ith one 
friend, Katy, and b a r e l y  moved from  her desk. She w rote 
long, d e v e l o p e d  storie s, and was b e g i n n i n g  to read "chapter 
b o o k s ."
Mick wa s  D a w n ' s  o p p o s i t e  in many ways. He was 
n o t i c e a b l y  str on g- m i n d e d ,  v e r b a l l y  a rt ic ulate,  p h y s i c a l l y  
active: a de cided  presence. On the first day of school he 
told C h r i s  h o w  she c ould m ak e the lunch bo x  st orage sys tem 
"work b e t t e r . "  His writing, reading, and listening 
p r o c e s s e s  f e a tur ed  sound effects, m o veme nt s, minimal 
a t t e n t i o n  to print, and lots of att e n t i o n  to other c h i ld ren
The third cas e  study c hild fit s o m e w h e r e  b e t w e e n  the 
others. B r i a n  caught my eye by leaping over, rather than
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wa lki ng around, the cof fee table near the couch in the 
rea ding corner. He  would s i d l e  up to his best friend and 
wh isp er what s e e m e d  an in si de joke, t he n glance around, e y e s  
full of play. I recall w o n d e r i n g  if c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on 
a n y t h i n g  se rious  was in h i s  plans for first g r a d e .
I ad ded  Ed several w e e k s  into s t u d y  b e c a u s e  of his 
s t r i k i n g  d i f f e r e n c e s  from th e others. He c o m m a n d e d  letter- 
sound co n v e n t i o n s ,  u n d e r s t o o d  "story," and was a first g r a d e  
repeater, a pro. Yet, he w a s  an e n i g m a  to bo th Chris and me 
even into N o v e m b e r  bec ause h e  was not producing much 
wr i t i n g .
T h e s e  c h i l d r e n  and o t h e r s  move in and out o f  focus 
t h roug ho ut the c h a p t e r s  to follow, a n d  g r a d u a l l y  they r e v e a l  
their sym bo lic signatur es.
Choosing a Research Methodology; Rather.■■
Research Methodologies Choose Me
"It's a hy brid.  A s t u d y  to fit you. But y o u  don't • 
make f r i e n d s  w i t h  a hy br id," Don Gr aves,  my d i s s e r t a t i o n  
chair, charged p l a y f u l l y  as he c o n s i d e r e d  my r e s e a r c h  style. 
In hinds ight, I wish I'd replied, "Don, I need to make 
waves, not frie nd s!"
A research  frame, pa r a d i g m ,  sta nce, design, 
me t h o do logy, w h a t e v e r  one c a l l s  the tools of integ ri ty 
w h e r e b y  we f a s h i o n  our truths, needs to be r e s p o n s i v e  to the 
nature of the b e a s t  under c o n s i d e r a t i o n .  My r e s e a r c h  
question, "How c a n  the v a r i o u s  e x p r e s s i o n s  f i r s t  graders u s e
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b e  de s c r i b e d ? "  thrust me s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  into several 
d i s c i p l i n e s  and r e s e a r c h  p a r a d i g m s  b e c a u s e  the c h i l d r e n ' s  
e x p r e s s i o n s  invited, n o — d e m a n d e d  them.
Mays to talk a b o u t  their talk led me into 
s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c s ;  w a y s  to think about their a r t m a k i n g  drew 
m e  into aesth et ics. Ulays to talk about movement tugged me 
into co gni tion.  And wa ys to enter their st ories b e c ko ne d me 
toward myth.
I d i d n ' t  know what I was looking for; yet, I kn e w  a 
p a r a d i g m a t i c  fit w h e n  I found one. For example, c e r t a i n  
f a m i l i e s  of t h o u g h t — H a l l i d a y ' s  s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c s  or L a n g e r ' s  
aes t h e t i c  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s — "fit" my e x p e r i e n c e  of  the 
c h i l d r e n ’s e xp erienc e.  Si mp ly put, s o m e  s c h o l a r s h i p  
r e s o n a t e d  with me. Vet some cau se d s uch  d i s s o n a n c e  and 
f r u s t r a t i o n  that frequen tly, I avoided re ad in g a l t o g e t h e r  
w h e n  I wa s wr e s t l i n g  with an alysis.
So, the res ea rch p a r a d i g m  is a hy brid. It r a n g e s  
ac r o s s  d i s c i p l i n e s  includin g lingu istics, aesth et ics,  
c o m p o s i t i o n  theory, c o g n i t i v e  p s y c h ology, social 
c o n s t r u c t i v i s m ,  e a r l y  ch i l d h o o d  edu ca tion, even the "new 
ph y sic s. " Me t h o d o l o g i c a l l y ,  it s t r a d d l e s  case study, 
et h n o g r a p h y ,  and s o m e t i m e s  e v e n  tempts the b o u n d a r i e s  of 
e x p e r i m e n t a l  studies.
I g a m b l e d  on this hybrid b e c a u s e  I found no m o r e  
c o n g r u e n t  alte rn ative.
I n e e d e d  to e n t e r  the c u l t u r e  of 1G and knew that
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c u l t u r e  was  c h a n g i n g  ra pidly and would vanish w i t h i n  months. 
So I c o l l a p s e d  time, in a sense, by p u s h i n g  c e r t a i n  
qu es t i o n s ,  "Tell me about this.... Do you think it's good?
. . .Would you c h a n g e  any thing if you did it a g a i n ? . . .What are 
you trying to do?," and the like. No do ub t I d i s tu rbed the
status quo on occasi on. No doubt C h r i s  and I s t ructu re d
s i t u a t i o n s  at t i m e s — not to p r o s c r i b e  events, but to
in it ia te them.
In retrosp ect, I needed to elicit less than I 
a n t i c ip ated. For one, my q u e s t i o n s  to the c h i l d r e n  rarely 
worked. Instead, c lo se wat ching, listening, c o n s t a n t l y  
in ter r e l a t i n g  the fieldn otes,  t r a n s c r i b i n g  and repl ay ing the 
v i d e o t a p e s  over and over, s k e t c h i n g  c h i l d r e n ' s  p o s i t i o n s  and 
p o s t u r e s — indeed, taking time to think and s y n t h e s i z e  
e x p e r i e n c e — p r o d u c e d  more i nfo rm ation and c o n s e q u e n t  
i ns ights than an y verbal probes.
In sum, Playful L i t e r a c y  c o n s i d e r s  the ways sp ec ific 
first g r a d e  c h i l d r e n  make m e a n i n g  w i t h i n  a v a r i e t y  of first 
g r a d e  c o m m u n i t i e s  su ch as f r e e  play, d r a ma ti c improvisation, 
m u r a l- ma king, s h a d o w  play, pl as t i c  sculpture, collage , and 
the language arts, e s p e c i a l l y  writing. Chris o p e n e d  up the 
l a n g u a g e  arts b lo ck  to invite meaning makin g in d i v e r s e  
forms, verbal and no n-v erbal , and both of us w o n d e r e d  what 
this mi ght  mean for literacy.
20
CHAPTER II
M A K I N G  S E N S E (S ) O F  WRITIN G: C H I L D R E N  S E N S E  WAYS T O  BRIDGE 
THE G A P  B E T W E E N  T H E I R  I M A G I N E D  VS- T H E I R  PR INTED  S T O R I E S
The p r o b l e m s  of s e m a n t i c s  and logic seem to fit 
into one frame, those of fee ling into another. But 
so mewhere, of course, m e n t a l i t y  has a r i s e n  f r o m  more 
p r i m i t i v e  vital pr ocesses. So me how th ey be l o n g  into 
o n e  and the s a m e  s c i e n t i f i c  frame. I am sco uting the 
p o s s i b i l i t y  that r a t i o n a l i t y  arises as an e l a b o r a t i o n  
of  feelings (Langer 19S7, 124).
M o s t  of the c h i l d r e n  in C h r i s  G a u d e t 's first g r a d e  are 
read to at home. All listen to Chris r ead  sto ries a lo ud  in 
class. All have their own b o o k s  at home. All w atch stories 
on television. In sum, "story" is not n e w  to them. What, 
then, do parti c u l a r  first g r a d e  chi ldren think "write a 
story" m e a n s  e a r l y  in first g r a d e ?  This chap ter e x p l o r e s  
the d i s t a n c e s  b e t w e e n  the c a s e  study boys' apparent 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of "story" and their e x p e r i e n c e s  w r i t i n g  a 
story. The journe y is a s e n s i t i v e  one.
T h e  story f o r m  of m e a n i n g - m a k i n g  l o o m s  over all others 
for s e v e r a l  r e a s o n s  as I s t u d y  the c h i l d r e n ' s  s y m bolic acts 
in C h r i s ' s  first g r a d e  c l a s s r o o m .  For one, the c l a s s r o o m  
ethos assu m e s  that, while not all incoming first g r a d e r s  can 
read, all of them c a n  write. F i v e  m o r n i n g s  a week, over an
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hou r is s c h e d u l e d  to supp o r t  this ass um ption . In this 
at mosphere,  the idea o f  "story" and "book" m e r g e  for s o m e  
c h i l d r e n  as they m a n i p u l a t e  the physical t r a p p i n g s  of varied 
p ape r shapes, colors, textures, v a r i o u s  w r i t i n g  tools, glue, 
staples, an d  an o c c a s i o n  even digi t a l  wa tches! to help form 
their a m o r p h o u s  ideas— or c o n c e p t s  in - f o r m a t i o n  (Gerhardt 
19 73) — of w h a t  a w r i t t e n  story and a book c a n  be.
In the fo llowing e x p l o r a t i o n  of "story" as viewed by 
several f i r s t  grade c h i l d r e n — w i t h  p a r t i c u l a r  att e n t i o n  to 
two case s t u d y  boys, Mic k and B r i a n — I ask W hat is "story" 
for them e a r l y  in the year? W h a t  about c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n ?  
Who is their a u d ie nce? How do they decide to end a st o r y ?  
H o w  can I r e s p o n d  to their p r o c e s s e s  and p r o d u c t s ?  In the 
c o u r s e  of th is e x p l o ra tion, I v e n t u r e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  that 
go beyond the c h i l d r e n ' s  texts, into the c u l t u r e  of the 
classroom, the c om munit y,  and the popular c u l t u r e  of 
te lev i s i o n  an d toys, a n d  aestheti cs .
Actions Speak More Naturally than Written Words
Mick
By the end of the fall, the wri t t e n  p i e c e s  in Mi c k ' s  
wr iting  f o l d e r  include a drawing of his h o u s e  labeled My 
H o u s e . s e v e r a l  d r a w i n g s  of r o c k e t s  and t anks (airplanes); 
six G.l, J o e  pictures  w i t h  no print; T a n k s . the first work 
that inc ludes several p a g e s  m o s t l y  on one topic and d i s p l a y s  
s om e print; My Trip to S t r a t h a m  Hill P a r k , w h i c h  in the 
first dr aft cam e  c o m p l e t e  with h i s  watch t ap ed  alongs ide the
2 2
co v e r  so " e ve ry body will kno w  what time it wa s when I went 
an d About Ar m y  T h i n g s , his first p u b l i s h e d  book. (I have 
use d c o n v e n t i o n a l  spelli ng s.) Below, a r e  reduced 
p h o t o c o p i e s  of Tanks (Figures 1 - 8 ) .




F i g u r e  E
E 3
F i g u r e  3
Fi gure 4
Fi gure 5
F i g u r e  h
as
The p r i n t e d  text per pa g e  says:
F i g u r e  1: 1 G T A N K S  M I C K  (Cover co mposed of m u l t i ­
colored , m u l t i - l a y e r e d  c o n s t r u c t i o n  p aper parts, metallic  
stars, a cut-out  b a n d i t - l i k e  mask gl ued to the right side.)
F i g u r e  2: We are (?) (Neither Mick nor I could tell what
he m eant h e r e .)
Fi g u r e  3: Flat tire
F i g u r e  *+: Sp ace  Tank
F i g u r e  5: (No print.)
F i g u r e  6: Tank
Fi g u r e  7: (No print.)
Fi g u r e  B: (No print, but Mic k  e x p l a i n e d  to the c lass that
"this r e a l l y  d o e s n ' t  go here. It's a gumball machine.")
By f o l lo wing Mick's  c o m m e n t s  to C hri s as he works on 
this piece, I b e g i n  to c o n s i d e r  "story" from one little 
boy's viewpoint.
Chris: What do you call this book?
M i c k : " T a n k s . "
Chris: Ar e you g o i n g  to add words to thi s...is it a m i s s i l e  
or a tanker?
Mick: A tanker. Can n o n  b a l l s  coming out. (See Figure 1.) 
Chris: A r e  you g oing to add words h ere?  You h a v e  space. 
Mick: L i k e  they h ave w a l k i e  talkies inside.
Mick ignores C h r i s ' s  re quest for print. Instead, he 
po i n t s  to the w a l k i e  talkies, gets up, asks w h e r e  the scrap 
paper is, and goes off to find some. Within minutes, he's 
cutt i n g  out p aper sha p e s  f r o m  c o n s t r u c t i o n  paper and says to
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me, "This is a boat with m a c h i n e  g u n s . ” He shows m e  how the 
guns move;
Judy: Wh er e' s it going?
Mick: On the cover.
A s  he draws some blu e  w ater  then g l u e s  the boat on it,
I n o t i c e  that most of M i c k ' s  b e h a v i o r s  a n d  c o m ments circle 
around two princi ples: ma k i n g  mo veabl e things that do 
s o m e t h i n g  in his evo lving story, and that this s t o r y  emerges 
as he w o r k s  with paper, sci ss ors, glue. It ap pe ars that the 
"story" for him is action, or d e p icting things that m o v e — we 
might call this the scene of a c t i o n — and that the ph ys ical 
m a n i p u l a t i o n  of thing s/a rt work, more tha n  verbal plans, 
s t i m u l a t e  his storying. N o t i c e a b l y  ab s e n t  from my ad ult 
st ance are st ory  b e g i n n i n g s  and e n d s - - e i t h e r  in w r i t i n g  or 
art work. What count s for Mick is the a c t i o n - p a c k e d  scene.
Most of C h r i s ' s  c o m m e n t s  focus on h i s  verbal p l a n s  for 
w hat 's next, and whe ther he'll add words. Clearly, all of 
us are co nc e i v i n g  of this s t o r y - w r i t i n g  bu sine ss  
d i f f e r e n t l y .
Brian
E a r l y  in Novemb er, Brian, who sat at a table cl us t e r  
ac r o s s  the room, from Mick, was  b e g innin g a new "st ory/book" 
as Marcia, a u n i v e r s i t y  intern, watched. On his c o v e r  so 
far, he  had d r a w n  a rocket, a bicycle, and had p r i n t e d  
" P O R " . Then he asked, "How do you spell 'part'?" A friend 
he lped him. Ne xt he caught sight of his friend Eri c at the
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s u p p l y  table. Brian g r a b b e d  his cover, m a r c h e d  over to Eric 
and wa tc hed h i m  ink the w h e e l s  of a toy car and "drive" it 
o v e r  his writi ng. B rian  did the sam e  a c r o s s  his cover. 
M a r c i a  moved toward h i m  and asked him to tell her about this 
c o v e r  design:
Brian: The b i k e  is trying to go up into the rocket.
S o m e o n e  is tr ying to rid e  it.
Ma rc i a :  Any w o r d s ?
Brian: Not yet. I do n't  know what it's g o n n a  be about.
M a r c i a :  Does this p i c t u r e  have w o r d s  (she p o i n t s  to the
tire tracks h e ' s  just m a d e ) ?
Brian: Yeah. Whe n  I'm done. (He e x p l a i n s  the cover in
such great detail  that I am u n a b l e  to keep up with 
h a n d w r i t t e n  notes.)
Ma rc i a :  Did this happen first (pointing to the rocket 
b l a s t  ing o f f ) ?
Brian: Yes. Tha t' s the first thing I put o n  the page.
(N ot i c e  that s t o r y  s e q u e n c e  appe a r s  d e t e r m i n e d  by pic tures.)
Mar cia: What 's this?
Brian: Two pu mpkin s.
Then he e x p l a i n s  the large h o l e  he m a d e  when he was
c o l o r i n g  the b last  off, but that the rocket didn't blo w  up
becau s e ,  he a d d s  with a grin, "it's a n y t h i n g - p r o o f t " He
t h r o w s  in se veral  sound e f f e c t s  here.
M a r c i a :  Wh a t ' s  gonna h a p p e n ?
Brian: I d o n ' t  know yet. I'm trying to think while I'm 
d o i n g  the fi rst  page (he refers to the cov er). S o metimes  I 
d r a w  the p i c t u r e s  first . . .somet i'mes the p i c t u r e s  are in my 
m i n d . (P a u s e . )
M a r c i a :  OK. W h a t ' s  next, words?
Brian: Not now. When I'm done the pictures.
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Marcia: Is this do ne (pointing to the cove r ) ?
Brian: No, need to put in mo re spacesh ips. Then I'll
put the words.
Transmediatina: Moving Fearlessly Among Multiple 
Representational Forms
Like Mick, Br ian focuse s on things that c o m m u n i c a t e  
action, and his c o m p o s i n g  process, too, a p p e a r s  dr iven by 
physic al m a n i p u l a t i o n s  of things: drawings, inked tire 
tracks, e x p l o s i v e  sounds, and h o l e s  in his p a p e r  that he 
p l a y f u l l y  e x p l a i n e d  in a writing share later that m o r n i n g  as 
"the page b l e w  up 1"
He's e n g a g i n g  in a kind of compo sing that I call 
t r a n s m e d i a t i o n a 1 and s u p r a - l o g i c a 1. It is t r a n s m e d i a t i o n a 1 
b e c a u s e  no s i n g l e  f or m (printed words, for example) d i c t a t e s  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  choices, i.e., the work is not "uniform" 
but is mu lti form!  It is su pr alogica l b e c a u s e  the order of 
p r e s e n t a t i o n  is not critical, o n e  thing d oes not n e c e s s i t a t e  
another. L i k e  a mus ician,  B r i a n  adds sound effe c t s  as 
needed. L i k e  a painter, he is independent of linear 
compos ing , f r e e  to add a pum pkin here, an e x p l o s i o n  there, 
and see what the e f f e c t  might sugg e s t  next.
This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  sits p a r t i c u l a r l y  well with B r i a n  
for whom w r i t i n g  is still p r i m a r i l y  drawing. When I a sked 
h im at the end of the first g r a d i n g  period, "What can you do 
n ow in w r i t i n g  that yo u  couldn 't do before?" he said, "Draw 
lobsters." Clearly, B r i a n  is not as m e s m e r i z e d  by p ri nt as 
the adults aro un d him!
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It a p p e a r s  that h e  is a p p l y i n g  visual art tec hni qu es to 
a ve rba l medi u m ,  much like the ne ophy te  at clay fr equently 
r o l l s  out c l a y  strips and o u t l i n e s  "a m a n , "  rather than 
e x p l o i t s  the pl astic m e d i u m  for its inherent three- 
d i m e n s i o n a l  po te n t i a l .  I won't fret over Brian's tenuous 
gr i p  on p r i n t e d  text. Instead I'll v a l i d a t e  his s e n sible 
s t r a t e g i e s  to t e m p o r a r i l y  b r i d g e  the gap b e t w e e n  h i s  printed 
and pic to rial repert oires.
M a r c i a ' s  a p p roach to B r i a n ' s  work is simiLar to 
C h r i s ' s :  she pro be s for verbal plans, and indicates that she 
w o u l d  like to see t hese  end up in writing. Though Brian 
d o e s  not s e e m  opp osed to her go a l s ,  they a r e  not h i s  goals 
at this time. Paying a t tentio n to how he  detours Ma rci a's 
f o c u s  on w o r d s  is c o m i c a l l y  te lli ng: "Not yet," " W h e n  I'm 
d o n e , "  "I d o n ' t  know yet," “I d r a w  the p i c t u r e s  first,"
"Not now," "No." Instead of a focus on words, B r i a n  wants 
h i s  page  to e x p l o d e  w i t h  ac tion and he is invested in making 
it m o r e  of w h a t  it is— an act io n-p acked  scene.
Ulhat is "S to ry"?
As d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  c h i l d  and a d u l t  goals be c a m e  
c l e a r e r  to me, I p u r s u e d  more q u e s t i o n s  w i t h  any c h i l d r e n  
who looked in t e r r u p t a b  1e . I w a s  c o n cerned about t h e  term 
"st ory" as it was r o u t i n e l y  u s e d  by Chris to invite the 
c h i l d r e n  to write. I feared t hat  work in this "writ ing 
p r o c e s s "  c l a s s r o o m  m i g h t  fall into a n a r r o w  range o f  genres, 
s o m e t h i n g  for which p r o c e s s  w r i t i n g  ins tr uction  h a s  been
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cr i t ic i zed .
Judy: What doe s  Ms. G. m e a n  when she  says, "Write a story?"
Kenny: I don't kn ow...it m e a n s  w r i t e  s o m e t h i n g  real, or
s o m e t h i n g  imagined. Anyt hing.
Mick: Just write.
Abbie: It me ans ge tting paper, staples, ma k e  p i c t u r e s  on it.
Randy: The new kids might ha ve th ought  we had to w r i t e  on 
lined paper. (Randy is r e p e a t i n g  f i r s t - g r a d e  with C h r i s  this 
year . )
Ed: A s t o r y ... m ea ns  w r i t e  som e t h i n g  with words. (Ed is
also a repeater.)
Judy: Do es it matter wh a t  you wr i t e ?
Ed: No. I ’m work i n g  on a chapte r book.
Judy: How do you know w h e n  a book is done?
Abbie: I al wa ys put in two or three pages. I staple them
b e f o r e  I start. But t o d a y  I had to add a page.
Judy: Why?
Abbie: I wasn't done.
F r o m  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  like these I learned that the
b o r d e r s  b e t w e e n  personal  exper i e n c e ,  exp os ition,  and fi ct i o n
are h a p h a z a r d l y  p a t r o l l e d  in the c h i l d r e n ' s  minds. O n e  can
slip a mo ng the m o d e s  with n e a r - i m p u n i t y  as most c h i l d r e n
s h a r e  a r e v e r e n c e  for the realit y of make believe. If a
s t o r y  o n e  child wr i t e s  and shares  in the s p i r i t  of a "true
story,"  tempts p l a u s i b i l i t y ,  to be  sure s o m e o n e  will call
the wr i t e r  on it, like Mi c k  did the first w eek of school.
Ka t y  had just shar ed her s tory  T r o 11s . about a camping
trip w h e r e  she  met up with, but of course, trolls! On the
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v e r y  next beat Mick c h a l l e n g e d  her, "Is that a ma de up story 
or t r u e ? ” "Story," then, can be  either, but "don't try to 
fool us" appe a r s  to be  the c h i l d r e n ' s  tacit rule. I am 
assu r e d  that g e n e r a l l y  these c h i l d r e n  can a p p r e c i a t e  the 
d i f f e r e n c e s  betw e e n  true stor y and ma k e  believe, but I am 
e q u a l l y  assu r e d  that m ake b e l i e v e  s n u ggl es  c l o s e  to "true" 
as they are writin g about it. The e x p e r i e n c e  of pr ete n d i n g  
is d e c i d e d l y  t r u e - t o - 1 i f e . This s i t u a t i o n  do es influe nce 
h o w  c h i l d r e n  han dl e c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  and their 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g s  of w h e n  is a s t o r y  done. However, my 
c o n c e r n s  over the p h r a s e  "write a story" a p p e a r e d  unfo unded.
I r e t u r n  now to Mick as he wo rks on T a n k s . He  has cut 
out a paper mask and is playing with it, p u t t i n g  it over his 
he a d  ba ndit-s ty le. I ask if that's part of the story. He
says, "No." Mick tape s this mask to his cover and I ask
wha t  it is. He replies, "It's a trap. These b oats are 
g o i n g  th rou gh the w a t erfa ll  and crash into the rocks."
He glues his boat m o r e  securely.
Judy: Why  are they fig hting?
Mick: T h e y ' r e  br oth ers , like R a m b o , but on o p p o s i t e  teams.
Judy: How sad.
Chris: T i m e  is almost up.
Mick: Can I have m ore  time?
As the writing time ends, Mick is b u s i l y  gluing  stars 
ont o  his cover. N o t i c e  the c o n s t a n c y  of M i c k ' s  beha v i o r  and 
appar e n t  p u r p o s e s  here. He say s  that the bandit  mask is not
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part of h i s  story, yet when he g l u e s  it to the cover, it 
p r o m p t s  an idea and he includes it. Again, art work 
c o n t i n u e s  to drive h i s  c o m p o s i n g  here. And his p u r p o s e  is 
to c o m m u n i c a t e  action. Interestingly, he c a n  tell me 
reasons for the a c t i o n — the b r o t h e r s  are figh ti ng on 
o p p o s i t e  t e a m s — what we might call story beginnin gs , but has 
not included these in writing.
Some would say that Mick d i s p l a y s  egocen trism , assu mi ng  
others "know" his s t o r y  as well as he does. This may be so, 
but I w o u l d  argue s t r o n g l y  that Mick is b e i n g  pragma tic : 
he ' s  p u r p o s e l y  c u t t i n g  his work down  to size. Cl ai re  
Q o l o m b ' s  (1974) s t u d y  of c h i l d r e n  workin g wi th clay also 
found this e c o n o m i z i n g  p r i n c i p l e  at work: “E arly p r o d u c t i o n s
reflect a c h i I d 's ...em p h a s i s  on action, and quick 
s a t i s f a c t i o n  with c r u d e  f o r m - s y m b o l s  as well as the 
y o u n g s t e r ' s  p l a y f u l n e s s  and w i l l i n g n e s s  to sim pl ify and 
e co no mize" (187).
What's in a Word?; Figuring Out H o w  to Mean in the Writing 
C o m m o n itv.
Rat h e r  than d o t e  on what o n e  might p e r c e i v e  as the 
absence  of nar r a t i v e  form, it is w o r t h w h i l e  to e x a m i n e  the 
glut of f o r m s  that m a k e  s t o r y - m a k i n g  c o m p l e x  for Mick. 
Imagine that, like Mick, we s h a r e  only r u d i m e n t a r y  
s e n s i b i l i t i e s  of w r i t t e n  language, i.e., that we u nder st and  
there are things c a l l e d  "letters,"  that we learn to write so 
we  can "draw letters better," and that "they go together to
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tell about stuff. " Wh at mi ght this specific  form of 
s y m b o l - m a k i n g  be like f ro m this p e r s p e c t i v e ?
We c a n  o n l y  specu late, of course, but we ca n  be gin by 
d escri bi ng the va ri ous e l e m e n t s  involved in wr it i n g  a word. 
First, ther e is the c o n c e p t  of “writ t e n  wo rd," that a thing 
in this w o r l d  like a rocket, or even hap pi ness,  can be 
r e p r e s e n t e d  by s q u i g g l e s  on paper. Indeed, th ese squiggle s 
or letters are not arb it ra ry, but shapes that others 
re c o g n i z e  o n l y  if we d r a w  them right. But b e f o r e  we b egin 
to dr aw th em one-b y-one, we have to pick from the u n i v e r s e  
of ideas not only the idea that we want to represent, but 
how  we want to say i t !
One d a y  after Mick sh a r e d  his wr iti ng with the class, 
As hley as ked hi m  what was  easy and what was ha rd about it. 
Mick adm itted,  "I know what I was gonna do. I had to ma ke 
up my mind first. And the hard pa rt...I didn't know what to 
wr ite in it." For Mick, the ideas are there, but they are 
not n e c e s sa ri ly, m a y b e  not even primarily, verbal. It's the 
w ords that ar e hard.
Brian, in contrast, se ems da unted by a u n i v e r s e  of 
p o s si ble s t o r y  ideas. As he b e g a n  Ro ck e t s  Part 5 . I asked 
hi m why he w r o t e  about r o c k e t s  so much. "I know how to draw 
them." So u n d e r s t a n d i n g  ho w  to make a story is largely 
de pe nden t u p o n  what he ca n  draw. He knows he needs to 
control m a n y  new va ria bles,  so judici ou sly s e l e c t s  ideas he 
ca n r e p r e s e n t  two d i me ns iona 11 y at l e a s t 1. I c o u l d n ’t help
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but ask him, "What do you do if you want to w r i t e  about
s om e t h i n g  you can't dr aw?" He sai d simply, "I don't know."
A n o t h e r  day, C h r i s  sat and talked with Mi ck about using
hi s  tu rk ey mural as b a c k g r o u n d  s c e n e r y  for a story, like the
other c h i l d r e n  we r e  doing. I v i d e o t a p e d  the co nv e r s a t i o n .
Chris: Do you have an idea about a story wit h it yet?
Mick: (Shaking hi s he ad and fro wning) I d o n ' t  really
want to do story. I just don't want to do one.
Chris: W h y  don't you want to do one?
Mick: I just don't. I don't like doing s t o r i e s  that much.
Chris: Y o u ' r e  a good st ory telle r.
Mick: I just think I'm not.
Chris: I do. Why do you think y o u ' d  rather not do a s t o r y ?
Mick: I don't know.
Chris: A r e  you good at doing s t o r i e s ?
Mick: No.
Chris: Oh, so do you think m aybe you don't want to do 
it b e c a u s e  you d on't think yo u ' r e  good at it?
Mick: Yeah.
Chris: Ahhh. See, that would m a k e  sense to me. There's only 
one big proble m. I think yo u're very good at telling 
stories. (All the while, Mick is cuttin g m o r e  things for 
his mural.) You k no w why? 'Cause you u s u a l l y  have v e r y  
d i f f e r e n t  and interest in g de ta i l s  that other peo pl e d o n ' t  
think of. What do you think of that?
Mick: Well, I don't kn o w . . . i t ' s  just that I never like...I
don't like my s t o r i e s  that much. It's OK in writing 
proces s, bu t with o ther things, I d o n ’t want to write.
Chris: Wh at do you like about w r i t i n g  s t o r i e s  in writing 
pr oce s s ?
Mick: Well, it g i v e s  you more of a ch ance (he makes e y e
co ntact  wit h  Chris for the first time, as if to p u n c t u a t e  
that r e m a r k ).
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Chris: C h a n c e  to what ?
Mick: Well, like it gives y o u  more o f  a ch ance (he looks at 
her again) to get r ea dy to do like re al stories in your 
1ife. ( P a u s e . )
Chris: What do you think s t o r i e s  ha v e  to be a b o u t ?
Mick: ...Wei 1...w e l 1, w h a t e v e r  p e o p l e  want 'em to be. But I
like to do things  like, I do one s t o r y  and I s t a y  on a 
story. I don't like re a l l y  doing that.
Chris: L i k e  do ing wh at?
Mick: L i k e  doin g d i f f e r e n t  st ories at once. (Mick began to
walk of f to get m a r e  paper for his mural, then turned t o w a r d  
Chris.) I k n o w . . . w h a t  I ca n  do for a story. I ’ll write 
ab out T h a n k s g i v i n g  day!
Chris: (Pointing to the t u r k e y  on hi s  mural) Is that the
tu rke y that they're gonn a go (she m o t i o n s  as if to cut o f f  
her head) to? (Mick smiles.) Oh, I th ink  tha t' s a great 
idea.
Mick: And you know what the turkey d i d ?
H e a r i n g  Mick helps me to a p p r e c i a t e  the c o m p l e x i t y  of 
storying. Noth i n g  is a g i v e n  if I am a beginner. Once an  
idea comes, next f o l l o w s  the pr oces s o f  fi gur ing  out which 
w o r d s  I want, w hich  letters will match the s o u n d s  for t h e s e  
words, and d e c i d i n g  wh ere to be gin m a k i n g  my ma r k  so that m y  
s h a p e s  will turn out like the shapes o n  the a l p h a b e t  strip 
taped to the ed ge of  my desk. Of co ur se , I need to put my  
s h a p e s  in a special o r d e r , and my word s, too. U n l i k e  m a k i n g  
a picture, it m a t t e r s  wh ere  I begin a n d  end. Is it any 
wonder Mick f r e q u e n t l y  asked, "How m a n y  hours ‘till reces s? " 
and "Can I get a dr ink?" e a r l y  in the fall? So, nothing is 
pref or med, not ev e n  ideas. T h e  won der is that M i c k  learns 
as q u i c k l y  as he does.
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K n o w i n g  that for Mick, v o w e l s  are "le tters that go at 
end of w o r d s  that you can't hear. The o n l y  one I. know is 
'e '," h e l p s  me  a p p r e c i a t e  what he is doing. K n o w i n g  that 
M i c k  c a r r i e d  his m o t h e r ' s  ex pi red license to p r e f i r s t  grade 
s c r e e n i n g — to help h i m  w rite the a l p h a b e t — helps too. 
K n o w i n g  that he "wished I had a dog tag like, you know, To d  
G u n . for g o o d  luck w h e n  I wr ite,"  and that "eve ry body else 
in her e c a n  write," h e l p s  once again.
There is s o m e t h i n g  mystical about this s y m b o l - m a k i n g 
w it h  letters for Mick. He is a w a r e  that he cannot yet 
e n c o d e  in e v e n  bare-b ones' f a s h i o n  with o u t  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  
effort, so he c o n c e n t r a t e s  hi s  en erg ie s on  commun i c a t i n g  
wha t  i n t eres ts  him in stories, ideas that emerg e most 
n a t u r a l l y  f r o m  m a n i p u l a t i n g  the m a t e r i a l s  he does k n o w  how 
to ma nage r e a s o n a b l y  well. T a n k s  looks much like the 
p r es chool art c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by mo va b l e  p a s t e - o n  p a r t s  that 
h i s  mother s aved and loaned to m e — with the s i g n i f i c a n t  
a d d i t i o n  o f  c o n s o n a n t s  as words. Even when, ea rly in 
D ec ember, h e  begins to a p p r e c i a t e  his a u d i e n c e ' s  need to 
k n o w  "when I went to the park," in My Trip to S t r a t h a m  Hill 
P a r k . it is his d a w n i n g  grasp of the u n i q u e  power o f  words, 
ra t h e r  than their e n c o d i n g  or decoding, that is the more 
f u n d a m e n t a l  issue.
Mick: Sh o u l d  I tape my watch to my story? I don't know if I 
sh o u l d  put my watch here. (He p o s i t i o n s  his watch onto the 
s t o r y ' s  c o v e r  and b e g i n s  to read to me.) S t r a t h a m  Park 
S t o r y . . .I c a n ' t  read this first page, c a n  you?
I disco ve r that I c a n ' t  read it either so we go on to the
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next page. At the end of it, he a g a i n  asked me if he sh o u l d
tape his watch to the cover. I ask if the wa tch has
so m e t h i n g  to do w ith the story. He s a y s  it's to tell the
time he went. I ask how other a u t h o r s  might s h o w  time in a 
story.
Mick : I 've got it!
Then he d r a w s  a w a t c h  with a four on it on the cover w h e r e
he had p r e v i o u s l y  p l a c e d  his own watch.
Judy: Go o d  solution. You fi gu red out a way to s h o w  your
re ad e r s  the time in your story.
He a p p e a r e d  plea s e d  with his idea and asked me to stay "to
help h i m  with the next part."
Judy: Do you know what you p l a n  to write?
Mick: No.
Judy: Do you think you need more [i nf orm a t i o n ] ?
Mick: Yes.
Judy: Ho w  do you know you need more?
Mick: I just ha ve a feeling, you know?
Judy: Yes. (I then told hi m I'd leave him to wo rk on that
while I visite d D a w n  and Katy.)
Mick: Will you be ba ck?
Judy: Yes, to see what you dec i d e d  to add.
Mi c k  is dr aw i n g  on the c o m m u n i c a t i v e  r e s o u r c e s  he has 
under h i s  control to tell the st ory  that co un ts for him.
He's m a k i n g  use of his sense s to m ake sense!
Stories: W h e r e  the A c t i o n  I s . A f o c u s  on a c t i o n  surfaces
f r e q u e n t l y  in e a r l y  c o n cepts  of w r i t t e n  story among the cas e  
study boys. Again, looking through Mic k ' s  eyes helps me
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a p p r e c i a t e  h i s  purposes.
La t e  in Septem ber, Mick d e s c r i b e s  a s t o r y / b o o k - i n -  
p r o g r e s s  to me:
Mick: H e r e ’s my 
g u y s  in another 
the blast-off.
space ship. S o m e b o d y ' s  s h o o t i n g  the bad 
space ship. He r e ' s  the smoke, fire from 
Th ey 'r e p a s s i n g  the pl an et Uranus, and 
stars. H e r e ' s  another s p a c e  shuttle. H e r e ' s  another. You 
know those d o u b l e  sh u t t l e s ?  They h ave  an e x t r a  piece, you 
know the three whe n Cthey] blast off? I pasted  this pi ece 
b e c a u s e  it g o e s  o f f . . . s p e w  (see arrow F i g u r e  10)1
F i g u r e  9 Fig u r e  10
His h an ds sw o o s h  through the air.
Early October, he b e g i n s  an other s t o r y / b o o k  and Chris 
ask s  him about it:
Chris: Is this your p l a n e  story? Old or new?
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M ick : New.
Ch ris: Why d i f f e r e n t ?
Mi ck:  Ne w  models.
C hr is : Do you  know the n a m e s  of the tanks?
M ic k:  No names. You (the reader) ha v e  to m a k e  up the
n a m e s .
He  c o n t i n u e s  draw i n g  a tanker, ma k i n g  hug e g e s t u r e s  and 
s o u n d  effect s, and s t o ppi ng  f r e q u e n t l y  to chat with his 
t a b l e  mates, Matt and Randy. More e x h u b e r a n t  sound 
e f f e c t s . ...
Mick: Look'it. My ta nker 's  bl oody on the wheel! (Figure 
11.)
f9
F i g u r e  11
I a s k e d  hi m  if he could  tell me m o r e  about his work.
M i c k s  I ad ded the g u n s ...d o e s n 1t r e a l l y  have these. I need 
to add this p i e c e  you know, so it do es n't tip. He  draws an 
a r m - l i k e  a p p e n d a g e  onto the tanker (see arrow F i g u r e  11).
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Judy: W h e r e  did you le arn about th ese?
Mick: I got it at KP  T o y s  (Kay-Bee Toys).
Judy: How doe s  it (the tanker) fit into the s t o r y ?
Mick: It is a d i f fe rent kind of tank. GI S w a m p  Master,
C o b r a ....
Judy: These are not p l a n e s ?
Mick: T h e s e  are ground v e h i c l e s . . . t hi s is a rebouncer, 
d o e s n ' t  s ma sh  when it flips, it d o e s n ' t  break. It has 
b o m b s .
My q u e s t i o n s  a s s u m e  that M i c k ' s  inte nt ions include a 
pl ot with a beginning, middle, and a n  e n d — e v e n  if he is not
yet able to c arr y off t h e s e  things in practice. I am now
less c o n v i n c e d  of t hese intentions. I suspect, instead, 
that his intentions ar e to c o m m u n i c a t e  the a c t i o n - s e q u e n c e s , 
or at least, show the v e h i c l e s  c a p a b l e  of the ac ti o n s  that 
so f a s c i n a t e  him.
Late in October, M i c k  and Eric  are s p r a w l e d  on the 
f loor wo rk i n g  together o n  a huge m u r a l .  Th ey m a k e  sound 
ef fects, and even taste their ma rk ers!
Judy: W h a t ' s  that?
Eric: Haun t e d  house.
JuJy: Is it a play, a story, w h a t e v e r ?
E r i c : P l a y .
Mick: No. Story.
Eric: Yeah. A story.
Mick: We get a bunch m o r e  papers. W e  count the...if
it's that b i g.. .a nd we draw. And w e  color it, and we s t a p l e
i t .
Judy: Oh, it's gonna b e  a huge b o o k ?
41
Mick: Y u p .
Judy: Interesting idea.
So, the idea of “s t o r y / b o o k "  g r a d u a l l y  takes shape as 
these c h i l d r e n  p h y s i c a l l y  m a n i p u l a t e  colors, textures, sizes 
of paper, d i fferent writ i n g  tools, glue, tape, staples, 
stickers, ink pads, toys, their v o i c e s — in an e nvironment 
that a l l o w s  lots of talk through which the t r a p p i n g s  of the 
c h i l d r e n ' s  cult u r e  e nter the picture.
Playful writ e r s  invent an i d i o s c r i p t / i d i o s t o r y  along 
the way toward c o n v e n t i o n a l  s c r i p t / c o n v e n t i o n a l  story. 
Ideally, the mature wr i t e r  r e c a p t u r e s  a spirit o f  playful 
invention, but of course, uses it by choice, not default. 
M i c k ' s  "story" is not my "story," and if I expect it to 
co n f o r m  to my noti o n s  I will c h a r a c t e r i z e  it with labels of 
the sort I've m i s t a k e n l y  used for lack of better terms by 
c o m p a r i n g  it to "a middle," "an epi s o d e , "  or those used by 
A p p l e b e e  (1978): " unfocused chains," "sequences," "primative  
narrat i v e s ."
A p p l e b e e ' s  c a t e g o r i e s  d o o m e d  him to deficit labels 
b e c a u s e  he was looking at child storying through the 
c o n v e n t i o n a l  lense of n a r r a t i v e  form. M y  c a t e g o r i e s  will be 
d o o m e d  as well if I bring adult c o n v e n t i o n s  to t h e s e  
q u estions. My argument, then, is not w i t h  either of our 
findings, but with e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  and the c o n s e q u e n t  
te r m i n o l o g i e s .  I p r e f e r  to v i e w  this f o r m  of c h i l d
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"story/book" for t h e  unique thing it is for the child, a 
thing c o m p l e t e  in a n d  of itself, and cal l  it "story."
A n n e  Haas D y s o n  (19B8) b e s t  e x p r e s s e s  what I find true 
of the c a s e  study boys' s t o r i e s :  " N a r r a t i v e  and n o n ­
n a r r a t i v e  may not b e  the mos t  meaningful higher level 
c a t e g o r i e s  for i n v e s t i g a t i n g  c h i l d r e n ' s  writing growth.... 
Rather t h a n  c a t e g o r i e s  r e l a t e d  to form, those r e l a t e d  to 
c h i l d r e n ' s  p u r p o s e s  and to t heir s t a n c e s  may p r o v i d e  more 
insight " < 385).
Play F i o h t s  and T a d p o l e  S t o r i e s . One d a y  as C h r i s  and I
savored c h e w y  a p p l e  pan d o w d y  in a h o l e - i n - t h e - w a l l  lunch
cranny in P o r t s m o u t h ,  she r e l i v e d  a r e c e n t  int e r v i e w  about
"story" that she'd h a d  with Kenny, B r i a n ' s  best f r i e n d  and
frequent writing partner, as Brian listened in.
Chris: I ' v e  always had t r o u b l e  with boys' writing that 
misses r e a s o n s  for good, bad g u y s ... r e a s o n s  for the battles, 
the e xplosions, th e  wars. W h e n  I ask w h y ?  Why b l o w  things 
up?, I u s u a l l y  d o n ' t  get reasons. How come?
Kenny: I don't know.
C h r i s  admitted to me t hat she "d e f i n i t e l y  p u s h e d  Kenny
for r e a s o n s  for the f ighting." Finally, she a s k e d  him about
the f i g h t i n g  at rece s s .  She said that it looks like many
boys r u n  in groups and have battles. S h e  asked h i m  if this
was true.
Kenny: Y u p . I do it. Lots o f  us do.
Chris: T h a t ' s  what I thought. And t h a t ' s  OK. But I 
want to know, do y o u  get a n g r y  in the f i g h t s  at recess?
K e n n y : N o .
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Chris: I'm c o n fused. So yo u  fight?
Kenny: W e  play fight.
Chris: So i t ’s not about a n ything?
Kenny: No. Just fight.
Chris: So, your s t o r i e s  a r e  like this? Play fights?
She said to me, "Kenny looked at me like I had two 
heads', as if to say, 'Of c o u r s e  we p l a y  fight!*" Then C hris  
and I talked of h o w  C a t h e r i n e  Garvey (1977) d i s c o v e r e d  that 
p r e school c h i l d r e n  playing mailman, or mommy and daddy, for 
example, d o n ’t h a v e  plots, or c o n v e ntional s t o r i e s  as they 
play. Instead, they p a r t i c i p a t e  as s t o c k  characters, they 
rol e  p l a y  bits of scenes. The b o y s ’ s t o r y i n g  is similar to 
role playing, in that it a s s u m e s  c e r t a i n  shared topics and 
focu s e s  i m a g i n a t i v e  a t t e n t i o n  and e n e r g i e s  on actions. Such 
storying shares critical f e a t u r e s  of pla y  in general, as 
defined by Garvey, Vygotsky, and Piaget: it is r u l e - b o u n d
and imaginary. Admitt e d l y ,  c h i l d r e n ' s  rules for w r i t i n g  are 
s k i t t i s h — at times a p p r o a c h i n g  conven t i o n ,  and at times 
hi g h l y  idiosyncratic. N e v e rtheless, in this c l assroom, both 
types of r ules count. And eve n  if the topic is m i n i m a l l y  
i m a g i n a t i v e  and m o r e  imitative of v i d e o  and t e l e v i s i o n  fare, 
I sense that for Mick and Brian, c o m m u n i c a t i n g  what they 
know about a n y t h i n g — in a l p h a b e t i c  s c r i p t — r e q u i r e s  a giant 
leap of the i magination d u r i n g  the e a r l y  months of first 
grade.
So, a more useful and t r u e r - t o - t h e - n a t u r e - o f - t h e - t h i n g
vantage p o i n t  on this variety of first g r a d e  story M o u l d  be 
to c o m p a r e  it to a c h i l d ' s  e a r l y  drawing o f  "man"— typically 
referred to as "the tadpole man" (Gardner 1980, G o l o m b  
1973). Noth i n g  is miss i n g  in the chil d ' s  viewpoint, but is 
included tacitly. W h e t h e r  Mick can e x p l a i n  his r e a s o n s  for 
the a c t i o n - s t o r y , or Brian can not expl a i n  hi s  r e a s o n s  yet, 
reasons a r e  not their points. E g o c e n t r i s m  is not as m uch an 
issue in this cont e x t  as the n o t i o n  of a s h a r e d  c u l t u r e  and 
dif f e r e n t  p u r p o s e s  for story. There a p p e a r s  to exist an 
unspoken, on-going "good-guys ver s u s  b a d - g u y s "  story 
template a mong these b o y s  that I consider later.
For now, it s e e m s  safe to s a y  that th e  child's p u r p o s e s  
in both t a d p o l e  d r a w i n g s  and e a r l y  stories are to e x e c u t e  
the rather s o p h i s t i c a t e d  not i o n  of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n — or 
s uggestive, s e l e c t i v e  s y m b olizing. Instead of intending 
a rticulate, imitative, o n e - t o - o n e  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s  b e t w e e n  
the s y m b o l i c  and the actual, the child i m p l i e s 
c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s .  L i k e  the t a d p o l e  man i m p l i c i t l y  c o n t a i n s  
facial f e a t u r e s  and p e r h a p s  limbs, the s t o r y  for Mick and 
B rian c o n t a i n s  b e g i n n i n g s  and ends, but t h e s e  are not part 
o f  their c o m m u n i c a t i v e  p u r p o s e s  yet.
I t h i n k  that s t o r y  topics a r e  e c l ipsed for convenience, 
to take cont r o l  of w h a t  the c h i l d  thinks s / h e  can c o n trol, 
and that s o m e  boys, in p articular, assume that war t h e m s  are 
shared c u l t u r a l  c ollateral. Or as L e v i - S t r a u s s  might say, 
c h i l d r e n  a r e  h a n d y m e n / w o m e n , or bricoleurs, who, instead of
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b e g i n n i n g  with a theory, w ork i nventively with what is at 
hand, as s c i e n t i s t s  of the c o n c r e t e  (Gardner 198S, 33).
The y  invest, instead, in their p i e c e  o f  the a c t i o n  in this 
enigmatic, c o n t i n u o u s  e t h o s  of war story. I p i c t u r e  it as 
an e n e r g y  field hovering ove r  the f i r s t  grade c l a s s r o o m —  
a v a i l a b l e  to a n y o n e  who w a n t s  to e x p l o i t  its potential for 
storying.
C h a r a c t e r i z i n g  "Character"
Mick and B r i a n  invest physical and mental e n e r g y  into 
their stories and clea r l y  w e  can a p p r e c i a t e  t h e s e  once we 
s e n s e  their p u r poses. But, what about c h a r a c t e r s ?  Can 1 
a s s u m e  that they are m i s s i n g ?  Or o m i t t e d  for e c o n o m y ?  Or 
that these boy s  som e t i m e s  include them tacitly, much like 
Mic k  "knows" b u t  doesn't w r i t e  about the reasons for the 
ac t i o n s ?  Dr s h o u l d  I a s s u m e  that t hey never intended to 
incl u d e  c h a r a c t e r s ?  To inquire into these questions, I'll 
look at Mick's first p u b l i s h e d  book, About A rmv Things 
(Figures IS - 19).
46
A B O U T  A R M Y  THINGS
A =CuT AEMY THI WES 
by
NVCX,
Fig u r e  IE
P ub lished at Strathon M e m or i al  School 
N ov e mb e r  1908
T h i s  p l a n e  i s b l own up by t h i s  t a n k .
F i g u r e  13
(TOO O
4 7
This  i s  an ar ' nared ar'ny t a n k .
F i g u r e  14
F i g u r e  IS Fi g u r e  16
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This tank is wounded.
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F i g u r e  IS
My Grandpa i s  endi ng t h e  wa r .  I t  is 
tough.  My Grcndpo shot  t h i r t y - s e v e n  
men in t h e  s e r v i c e  who wer e  not  in h i s  
t eem.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
Mi cl;
I am s i x  y e a r s  o l d .
My f o v o r i t e  c o l o r s  o r e  b l u e ,  
o r a n g e ,  g r e e n ,  b l a c k  and gr ay .  
My f r i e n d s  a r e  m o s t l y  in t h i s  
s c h o o l .
Initially, I thought c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  was p r o b a b l y  
irrelevant given thi s  topic. Perhaps this is an information
4 9
book and will not h a v e  the t r a ppings of narrative. Am I 
d oomed to defi c i t  labeling if I eve n  pos e  the q u e s t i o n  of 
c h a r a c t e r s ?  I think not b e c a u s e  of that tenuous b o u n d a r y  
b e t w e e n  fact and fiction, real and make b e l i e v e  suggested 
earlier. In so o p e n - e n d e d  a situation, then, I need to 
rem a i n  o p e n  to what 1 might r e c o g n i z e  and ac c e p t  as 
"character." (Mick did not us e  any glued c o n s t r u c t i o n  paper 
p arts in this story. He' s  b u i lding fewer s e n s e - s a t u r a t e d  
b r i d g e s  into his text. By November, printed text and 
d r a w i n g s  c a r r y  the weight of his ideas.)
I susp e c t  that I'm a mbivalent about c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  in 
a p i e c e  like this b e c a u s e  I expect things to look d i f f e r e n t  
from what I find in Mi c k ' s  story. I wonder why so few boys 
put c h a r a c t e r s  in their e a r l y  s t o ries? F r e q u e n t l y  the 
girls' f o c u s  is character. By w a t c h i n g  M i c k ' s  c o m p o s i n g  
process, I gai n  insights into his p r o d u c t  and these 
questions. Mick d r a w s  with v i g orous g e s t u r e s  and still 
makes n o i s e s — no i s e s  so powerful that Marissa, one of his 
tablemates, req u e s t e d  that he w rite "som e w h e r e  e l s e . . . s o m e  
p e o p l e  don't like n o i s e s  w h e n  they write." Could these 
p l a n e s  and tanks be c h a r a c t e r s  for Mick? Typically, neither 
Brian nor Mick h a v e  p e o p l e  in their stories, or if they do, 
pe o p l e  are not the focus. For example, Mick doe s  introduce 
his G r a n d p a  on the final page, but the m a c h i n e s  d o m inate his 
story fro m  pag e  one. Eve n  more s u g g e s t i v e  is r e p e t i t i o n  of 
the verb "wounded" to acco u n t  for the da m a g e  to the war
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v eh icles.
This p a r t i c u l a r  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  d oes not resemble the 
intentional a n t h r o p o m o r p h i s m  of, for example, Watty P i p e r ' s  
(1961) The L i t t l e  E n g i n e  that C o u l d , or E d ' s  The Color 
Rac e r s  C ome to Life and the Bool ins Come to L i f e . Instead I 
call it a s i g n  of d eep symbolic involvement.
A Far Crv f r o m  G o l d i l o c k s . If the p r o p o s i t i o n  that in some 
boys' s t o r i e s  the m a c h i n e s  f u n c t i o n  as c h a r a c t e r s  e v e n  more 
than human age n t s  do s o u n d s  o f f -beat, c o n s i d e r  the f o l l o w i n g  
e x a m p l e  of "story" and " c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n . " This e x c e r p t  
f r o m  Nancy K r u l i k ' s  1984 book, The Transf o r m e r s :  The 
A u t o b o t s 1 Se c r e t  W e a p o n , is typical of w h a t  many first 
g r a d e  c h i l d r e n  are f a m i l i a r  w i t h — from books, toys, video 
games, and S a t u r d a y  m o r n i n g  cartoons. C h r i s ' s  instincts  
w e r e  to h i d e  it when o n e  child g a v e  it to t h e  class d u r i n g  
the C h r i s t m a s  gift exchange, but I asked to barrow it over 
the v a c a t i o n  on the c h a n c e  that It had s o m e t h i n g  c o n n e c t e d  
to what we w e r e  seeing in the c a s e  study boys' stories. Not 
s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  I found that the s t o r y  f o l l o w s  a generic good- 
g u y s - v e r s u s - b a d - g u y s  formula. It is not u n t i l  page f i f t e e n  
that a g e r m  of plot is d i sclosed whe n  one of the transformer 
"bad guys" h u r l s  this cha l l e n g e  at one of the "good guys": 
"In just a f e w  hours, the A u t o b o t s  will surrender! W e  will 
r u l e  the e a r t h ! "
For t h o s e  e x p e r i e n c i n g  this book for the first time, 
it's useful to walk through the open i n g  scen e s .  The
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t r a n s f o r m e r s  are p o p u l a r  b l o c k - l i k e  toys m a d e  by Hasbro.
I've s een boy s  sn a t c h  the c h a n c e  to make and remake 
s t r u c t u r e s  like robots, cars, tankers, m i s s i l e  bases, and 
bomb s h e l t e r s  du r i n g  free time in the classroom, w h i l e  
waiting in line, on the p l a y g r o u n d  and the bus. Telev i s i o n  
cartoons f e a t u r e  these "characters" and now, as far as Chris 
is concerned, they threaten to invade the school day in book 
f o r m .
Sun s t r e a k e r ,  the "vainest of all the Autob o t s , "  enters 
on page o n e  (Figure SO).
F i g u r e  SO
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And so the s t o r y  b e g i n s  with this c h a r a c t e r  who is a modern 
take-off on the mythical Narcissus. As he shines his 
chrome, S u n s t r e a k e r  p r e e n s  before his r e f l e c t i o n  in the 
water, a d m i r i n g  his a b i l i t y  to c h a n g e  from robot to car and 
back again. He says to himself, "I api the best lookingv -
Auto b o t  a r o u n d . . .especially when my metal is freshly 
shined." Suddenly, on the next two pages, S u n s t r e a k e r  is 
a t t a c k e d  by "the bigg e s t  D e c e p t i c o n  h e  had ever seen" and he 
declares, "Mess up my c h r o m e  and it's war!" (9)
The next two pages expl o d e  into a b a t t l e  f e a t u r i n g  
lazer guns that hurl m i s s i e s  powerful enough to blast 
b o u l d e r s  to bits. It is not until p a g e  fifteen, as 
m e n t i o n e d  above, that a m o r e  plot is o f f e r e d ...the s t r u g g l e  
"to rule the earth."
With the e x c e p t i o n  of Sunstreaker, whose r e s e m b l a n c e  to 
N a r c i s s u s  is a mental hook for me, the c h a r a c t e r s  appear 
i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e  but for identifying insignia. Indeed, 
f r e q u e n t l y  I had to refer back to the title page insignias  
to figure out who/what w e r e  the good guys (Figure El).
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F i g u r e  SI
AUTOBOT DECEPTICON
In a  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  adult way, perhaps, I w o n d e r e d  why 
the w a r ?  I k n e w  the D e c e p t i c o n s  wa n t e d  to control the 
Earth, but why? And I figu r e d  out b y  studying the 
f r o n t i s p i e c e  t h a t  Eart'i w a s  p r o b a b l y  only o n e  of many 
p l a n e t s  up for g r a b s  by thi s  w a r m o n g e r i n g  transformer tribe.
I guessed t h a t  the r e a s o n  for the war was a d e s i r e  to 
c ont r o l  for the s a k e  of control, the sheer e x e r c i s e  of power 
for its own sake. Two visual f o r c e s  d o m i n a t e  the story: 
h i g h - t e c h  b a t t l e s  and t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  of these t r a n s former- 
m a c h i n e - m e n  into other forms. For example, S u n s t r e a k e r  is 
robot and sports car i n t e r c h a n g e a b l y . The e n e m y  giant 
D e c e p t i c o n  b r e a k s  apart into six s e p a r a t e  D e c e p t i c o n s  and 
these ar e  known a s  the C o n s t r u c t i o n s .  "Separately (as 
Decepticons), w e  have the same a m o u n t  of p ower as any of our
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f e l l o w  D e c e p ticons. But w h e n  we join forces, we become the 
Devastator, one of the most powerful robots of all I The 
A u t o b o t s  are h e l p l e s s  agai n s t  the D e v a s t a t o r 1." (14) Some of 
the t r a n s f o r m e r s  a r e  known as Dinobots, part dinosaur, part 
r o b o t .
In the end, r e c o u r s e  to Greek myth r e s u r f a c e s  as the 
A u t o b o t s  build a g i g a n t i c  s t a t u e — think T r o j a n  h o r s e — and 
wheel it into the e n e m y  territory. Of course, the enemy is 
d u p e d  and out jump A u t o b o t s  who proc e e d  to d e v a s t a t e  the 
e n e m y  D e c e p t i c o n s  on their own turf.
Now, to give the devil his due, there is a plot: the 
s t r u g g l e  to control the Earth. There ar e  c h a r a c t e r s  who 
d i s t i n g u i s h  t h e m s e l v e s  by c h a n g i n g  into other forms. I am 
st r u c k  by the d o m i n a n t  f e a t u r e s  of this kind of story: The 
c h a r a c t e r s  are " t r a n s f o r m e r s , " not humans, but they share 
h u m a n  a t t r i b u t e s  like d e s i r e  for power, vanity, loyalty. 
Recall that in About Army Things. M i c k ' s  war m a c h i n e s  got 
"wounded." The p o i n t  of both s t o r i e s  is a c t i o n  that pays 
minimal a t t e n t i o n  to c a u s e  and effect, to the past, or the 
future. The reader is plun g e d  "in m edia res" and is 
e x p e c t e d  to be s a t i s f i e d  by the sheer vol u m e  of action 
s c e n e s  e x p r e s s i n g  conflict.
I am struck too, by the c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  b e t w e e n  this and 
the cas e  s tudy b o y s ’ s t o rying in v a r i o u s  m e d i a  like blocks, 
f re e  pla y  at recess, the d r e s s - u p  drawer, as well as print, 
and I will e x p l o r e  these themes w i t h i n  these m e d i a  later.
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Mvths. not Mistakes
For now, looking at the case s t u d y  boys* writing, it is 
tempting to w o n d e r  if t hey are inventing m o d e r n  versions of 
what a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s  C a t h e r i n e  and Ronald B e r n d t  (1971) call 
s e c o n d a r y  myths. The B e r n d t s  find that p r i m i t i v e  peoples of 
New Guinea, for example, create s t o r i e s  that dea l  with 
r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  living a n d  n o n - l i v i n g  p e o p l e  in order to 
e x p l o r e  m a n ’s p l a c e  in the cosmic s c h e m e  of things, the big 
pi c ture. T h r o u g h  these s e c o n d a r y  myths, these people 
b e l i e v e  they w e i l d  power over their world.
Is it f a r - f e t c h e d  to consider this m y t h m a k i n g  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  for c h i l d r e n  who live in the s h a d o w  of a 
nu c l e a r  m i s s i l e  base, w h o  stop on t h e  p l a y g r o u n d  to stare up 
at m i l i t a r y  t a n k e r s  on alert, and w h o  f r e q u e n t l y  discuss 
these c o n c e r n s  as they p l a y  with b l o c k s  and m a t h  tiles? Is 
it f a r - f e t c h e d  for these c h i l d r e n  to revel in th e  present, 
"in m e d i a  res," when past and f u t u r e  time is o f t e n  
i n c o m p r e h e m s i b l e  for them. One day while w r i t i n g  a story 
about her first week of school, A s h l e y  s c r u n c h e d  her brow 
and asked me, "What means 'before* wha t  means 'after'?" 
D uring the fall, a child a s k s  Chris at about 8 : 5 0  a.m., "Is 
it time to go h o m e  yet?", another asks, "How m a n y  hours 
'till lunch?", and anot h e r  asks her about a b u m p e r  sticker, 
"What's NO N U K E S  I mean? D o e s  that m e a n  we're gonna' die if 
S e a b r o o k  has an a c cident?" Time for these c h i l d r e n  is 
infinitely c o m p l icated. A n d  f r e q u e n t l y  seems out of their
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control. In contrast, control of time in their s t o r i e s — how 
they m a n a g e  their work time and h o w  they represent time in 
their t e x t s — is theirs. And their e x p e r i e n c e  of time 
a ppears d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  mine (and a d m i t t e d l y  I, too, 
e x p e r i e n c e  time differently, at t i m e s 1.). Ulhat appears 
d i s j o i n t e d  to me m a y  be due to my d i s tance f r o m  the s u p r a -  
logic of childhood.
M y t h s  are not l o g i c a l — nor ar e  some of these boys' 
s t o r i e s — bu t  belong to s u p r a - l o g i c a l  cogn i t i o n ,  acc o r d i n g  to 
Albert C o o k  (1980). Not unintellectual, just different. 
Roman m y t h m a k e r  Ovid admitted a s t o r y  to the M e t a m o r o h o s i s  
only if it involved a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  of its central 
character, or could be c o nstrued as involving a 
t ransformat ion. Thus, t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  s e r v e s  as a p r o f o u n d  
principle. Also, in the M e t a m o r p h o s i s . s t o r i e s  have 
a r bitrary rhetorical pre s e n t a t i o n s ,  in o ther words, they are 
presented in a r b i t r a r y  order on the belief that "cuncta 
fluunt, o m n i s q u e  v a g a n s  formatur imago": "All things flow,
and every image is f o r m e d  w hile in transit" (Cook 1980,
195) .
Recall how B r i a n ' s  storying is driven by mental images 
as he c o n j u r e s  them up and nails them to pa p e r .  He a d m i t s  
often that he doesn't know what will happen next, 
n e v e rtheless, is i n t ensely invested in t ranslating his 
visions as they occur. It a p p e a r s  that he trusts that his 
visions will become the kind of s t o r y  he an d  others like him
5 7
t a c i t l y  understand. In d e s c r i b i n g  m ythmaking, L e v i - S t r a u s s  
c o m p a r e s  this variety of c o m p o s i n g  to the way a m u s i c i a n 
m a n i p u l a t e s  themes of a f u g u e  so that they a r e  all 
v a r i a t i o n s  of the same u n d e r l y i n g  subject. I suspect this 
p r i n c i p l e  of tinkering with a communal theme is functi o n i n g  
w i t h i n  the boys' storying, as well.
On less s p e c u l a t i v e  terms, control issues play into the 
cas e  study boys' themes in p r a gmatic ways. For four m o n t h s  
of first grade, Ed insisted on writing with a blu e  pencil 
that f u n c t i o n e d  like a totem for him. Recall that Mick 
c a r r i e d  his m o m ' s  license and wished he had a “dog tag like, 
you know, Top Gun" for goo d  luck when writing. Brian w r i t e s  
R o c k e t s  Part 1 through R o c k e t s  Part L b e c a u s e  he "know(s) 
how to draw r o c kets." Mick writes about tankers b e c a u s e  
"Judy, I'm the expert, oh, yeah, Matt too."
Betw e e n  us, Chris and I bemoan that little s t o rying for 
t hese boys looks like p e r s o n a l  experience, the darling among 
t opics in w r i t i n g  process classrooms. Now, however, I'm 
inclined to a r g u e  that for these children, these topics are 
p e r s o n a l  experience. The level of s y m bolic involvement as 
they write indicates deep experiencing. It a p p e a r s  that an 
inner life of feeling g u i d e s  their e x p r e s s i o n  — e x p r e s s i o n  
for which they hav e  too f e w  words. F r e q u e n t l y ,  instead of 
words, they b u b b l e  over in sound effects, gestures, powerful 
d r a w i n g s  that m a k e  holes in their papers. Nonetheless, 
their e x p e r i e n c e  of story is real: d i f f e r e n t  from mine, but
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r e a  1 .
Any visi t o r  to this first g r a d e  n e e d s  to a p p r e c i a t e  
that several c h i l d r e n  b e l i e v e  that E.T. is real and living
s o m e w h e r e  in the cosmos, that heated d e b a t e s  on the
e x i s t e n c e  of the Easter B u n n y  and the Tooth Fairy rage, and
that no one, but no o n e  q u e s t i o n s  the reality of Santa
Claus. Winn i n g  at math g a m e s  is m y s t e r i o u s  good luck to 
each c hild I interviewed in s pite of repeated e x p l a n a t i o n s  
by C h r i s  that it's nothing m o r e  than p l a y f u l l y  d i s g u i s e d  
turn-taking. The first day the d r e s s - u p  drawer was 
introduced, we pl a y e d  c o p s - 1n - r o b b e r s  and I "took a hit in 
the sh o u l d e r "  and s t a g g e r e d  to the floor. Brian crept up to 
me and whispered, "Are you re a l l y  hurt, Judy?" And he 
s o m e t i m e s  w h i s p e r e d  softly, p r i v a t e l y  to Ratten Jack, the 
H a l l o w e e n  pumpkin, as he c a v e d  in day after smelly day.
When I asked him if R a t t e n  Jack was real, he said, "He was. 
Now h e ’s dead." C ould it be that in trying to u n d e r s t a n d  
the s t o r y i n g  of c h i l d r e n  who t e e t e r - t o t t e r  so p r e c a r i o u s l y  
on a p r e c i p i c e  b e t w e e n  f a n t a s y  and fact that we h a v e  
u n d e r e s t i m a t e d  what are their a t t e m p t s  to control u n k n o w n s  
real and imagined?
V i d e o  C u l t u r e s . W h a tever c o n c l u s i o n s  on e  might d r a w  from 
these s p e c u l a t i o n s ,  the traditional f airy tale with its 
co n v e n t i o n a l  plot and c h a r a c t e r  types is a less po t e n t  and 
nearly invisible f orce on the case s t u d y  boys' conc e p t  of 
story than are the N i n t e n d o - t y p e  story forms. In interviews
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wi t h  the boys' p a r e n t s ,  they confided that in s p i t e  of their 
efforts, their c h i l d r e n  would not sit for s t orybook reading 
at home e i t h e r  as t o d d l e r s  or now. N o n e  of the idyllic 
c u d d l y  r o u t i n e s  of literacy lore worked for their kids. H o w  
c ome? the y  seemed to ask me. They took p a i n s  to e x p l a i n  
that they limit t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ' s  t e l e v i s i o n  viewing 
pr i v i l e g e s .
So w h a t ' s  g o i n g  on here? I asked a bout f a v o r i t e  toys, 
fa v orite things to d o  at home. Mick's mo t h e r  said, "Video 
g a m e s  and art work. He never even talked about s t o r i e s  as 
h e  built an a i r p l a n e  out of c a rdboard b o x e s  all last 
summer. All he m a d e  was loud noises. H i s  b r o t h e r ' s  the 
c o m p l e t e  apposite. E v e r y t h i n g ' s  a s t o r y . "  I a g r e e d  that no 
two c h i l d r e n  are a l i k e ,  thank goodness! Brian's da d  said, 
"We don't have the videos, bu t  he plays with kids wh o  do.
An d  w e ’ve been to C a p e  Canaveral. He fell in love with the 
rockets." During s t o l e n  m o m e n t s  in the classroom, both boys 
chatter a b o u t  N I N T E N D O  games M ario and S u p e r  Mario, about 
bombers, rockets, a n d  tankers like we m i g h t  kibbitz about a 
goo d  book over beers.
So, t h e  week b e f o r e  Christmas, I e l b o w e d  my w a y  into a 
m e s m e r i z e d  heap of b o y s  ages si x  through ten or so who were 
eyeing th e  Hasbro c o l l e c t i o n  at Kaybee Toys. Items were 
v a r i o u s l y  and p r o m i n e n t l y  d i s p l a y e d  at t h e  e n t r a n c e  to the 
store.
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6 . I.JOE: A R EAL A M E R I C A N  H E R O — L A 2 E R  BATTLE GAME KIT
*39.99
C o n g r a t u l a t i o n s .  You are now a member of the G.I. 
Joe mobile s t r i k e  team. Use your Lazer Battle 
F ield Unit and Target to de f e n d  d e m o c r a c y  and 
b a t t l e  the enemy: COBRA.
L A Z E R  TAG STAR VEST: * 1 9 . 9 9  
Gear up for a c t i o n — gear up for fun
LAZER TAG STAR BASE: * 4 9 . 9 9  
Can fire back! Can shield itself! Use Star B ase 
as a goal to defend or attack I You p r o g r a m  which 
ga m e  to play. For p l a y e r s  over B. W o r l d s  of 
Wonder ....
W e l c o m e  to the future. Star B ase is a 
sophist i c a t e d ,  c h a l l e n g i n g  part of Lazer Tag, the 
u l t i m a t e  sport of the year 3010. Star Base adds 
new d i m e n s i o n s  of e x c i t e m e n t  to the a c t i o n - p a c k e d  
gam e  Lazer Tag. Best of all, Star B ase has a mind 
of its own and c a n  be set to fire e n e r g i z e d  light 
b e a m s .at y o u ! ,
...futuristic sound e f f e c t s  and a digital light 
disp l a y
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STAR HELMUT: *3 9 . 9 5  
STAR CAP: *39.99 
S T A R  LYTE PR O  LAZER G U N — HIGH P O W E R E D  AND HOT....
I was struck that "Star Bas e  has a min d  of its own," 
but Mas not s u r p r i s e d  to find that N I N T E N D O  Mas out of 
stock. T his is "America's b e s t - s e l l i n g  toy," a m a s s i n g  "in
e x c e s s  of a bill i o n  dollars thi s  yeai d o u b l e  of b i g g e s t
year of C a b b a g e  Patch" for its makers N i n t e n d o  of America, 
in Redmond, Washington, a d i v i s i o n  of N i n t e n d o  of J a p a n  
(Mullen 198B, 16-17). This e n t e r t a i n m e n t  system s e l l s  for 
* 9 9 . 9 9  and Mith any of over a hundred g a m e  c a r t r i d g e s  
a v a i l a b l e  for around *50.00 each, the p l a y e r  can b e  "Mario, 
a m u s t a c i o e d  little guy in o v e r a l l s  Mho must fight h i s  May 
through eight p e r i l o u s  wiorlds. . .or can s i m p l y  s h o o t  quacking 
video d u c k s  Mith a zapper g un."
T r a n sformers, like Autobot Six Changer, P o w e r n a s t e r  Optimus 
Prime, P o w e r m a s t e r  Dec e p t i c o n s ,  and P r e t e n d e r  Beasts, 
c h a r a c t e r s  m e n t i o n e d  earlier, are f u t u r i s t i c  plastic 
m a c h i n e - s t y l e d  p i e c e s  that a child can s n a p  and u n s n a p  to 
t r a nsform at will.
I ’ve gone on at some length here p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  I— a 
f o r t y - p l u s  t e a c h e r - t y p e , m o t h e r  of three young w o m e n — find 
m yself in a toy c u l t u r e  as f o r e i g n  as a n y  place I've been 
before. I felt indebted to e x p l o r e  t h e s e  worlds o n  the same 
p r i n c i p l e  that in my c lassroom, I expect to share, hopefully
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to infect! c h i l d r e n  with m y  e x p e r i e n c e d  literary worlds.
I do not like these toys, but t his is not the point 
here. I like less p rice tags on any toys that eclipse e v e n  
d r e a m s  of o w n e r s h i p  for m o s t  c h i l d r e n  in this country. And 
I w o r r y  about imitation at the e x p e n s e  of invention. But, 
it's one thing for an e t h n o g r a p h e r  to enter this culture, 
an d  another to legitimate this c u l t u r e  in the writ i n g  
c 1a s s r o o m .
My p o s i t i o n  in the w a k e  of this sweeping p h e n o m e n a  is 
to catch the tail of p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e ' s  antics and hang on 
for dear life, on the c o n v i c t i o n  that they will sustain the 
c h i l d ' s  int e r e s t s  until additional, m o r e  s o - c a l l e d  
"cannonical" literary f o r m s  and themes take root as the 
c h i l d  reads b o o k s  that th e  c l a s s r o o m  culture "advertises." 
J u s t  as I b e l i e v e  there is no s t o p p i n g  language change, I 
b e l i e v e  there need be no exc l u s i v e  r e v e r e n c e  for the 
s y m b o l i c  f o r m s  of yest e r d a y .  "My m o m  thinks I don't learn 
a n y t h i n g  in NINTENDO, but I do. I learn s t r a t e g y ! " Mick 
w h i s p e r s  this to me as w e  walk out to recess o n e  morning. 
Indeed, the t i m e s  they a r e  changin' and new f o r m s  arise f r o m  
w h a t  some m i g h t  consider f etid ashes.
Mho Is the Audience?
□ n e e  again, e c o n o m i c s  f i g u r e s  into this question, more than 
e g o c entrism, I think. T ypically, th e  struggle for the 
t eac h e r  is h o w  much to n u d g e  to "get" the child to add 
i n f o r m a t i o n  to what is an enigmatic story. W h e n  the well-
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i ntentioned teacher asks, "Do you think you want to add 
som e t h i n g  e l s e  here?" the first g r a d e r  will en j o i n  any 
number of rituals. My f a v o r i t e  e x a m p l e  of one of these 
h a p p e n e d  w i t h  Stephen, on e  of last ye a r ' s  case s tudy 
c h i l d r e n  (Fueyo 1 9 B 9 ) . W hen I was f r u s t r a t e d  at the minimal 
p rint on an e l a b o r a t e l y  illustrated page, I asked S t e p h e n  
h o w  I c o u l d  p o s sibly r e m e m b e r  e v e r y t h i n g  that was going on 
in the story. I cried, "What if y o u ' r e  absent?" He turned 
from me, w r o t e  som e t h i n g  on a tiny scrap of paper, then 
handed it to me. It said, "CLL ME," and included his p hone 
number. It appears that audience wa s  real to him, but that 
to print all that he kne w  was i m p o s s i b l e  g iven hi s  skill 
level and p a t i e n c e  at the time, yet to print o nly what he 
c o u l d  r e a s o n a b l y  m a n a g e  mad e  a "stupid story." Similarly, 
this year w h e n  I a s k e d  Mick about ad d i n g  print, he said,
"But I o n l y  read it to m y  mom and I ’ll know w h a t ' s  going 
on."
F r e q u e n t l y  during w h o l e  group share, c h i l d r e n  will 
request m o r e  i nformation from the peer author.
Infrequently, c h i l d r e n  like Mick and Brian revise and add 
it. So, a m  I to c o n c l u d e  that they are o b l i v i o u s  or 
i n s e n s i t i v e  to a u d i e n c e ?  I doubt it. For one thing, some 
c h i l d r e n  w r i t e  for a s p e c i f i c  a u d i e n c e  of peers, not the 
c l a s s  at large. One da y  Marissa c o m p l a i n e d  to Mick that 
"Some g i r l s  don't like that war s t u f f  and m a y b e  we won't 
listen " (to his story). Mick replied, "So...It's not for
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you. Is it Matt?" Matt ag r e e d  and a dded that "Some boys 
d o n ’t like h e a r t s  and rainbows, you know."
B e c a u s e  I h ave only o n e  case s tudy girl and she does 
not w r i t e  about "hearts and r a inbows," I will o n l y  sp e c u l a t e  
on this topic that is s t e r e o t y p i c  among first g r a d e  girls as 
I've w a t c h e d  them during my two y ears in this classroom.
This s p e c u l a t i o n  s u r r o u n d s  q u e s t i o n s  like klhat about the 
f u n c t i o n s  of language in these s t e r e o t y p i c  topics? Is there 
m ore t h a n  meets the eye and ear?
I pla n  to s t u d y  language f u n c t i o n s  in anot h e r  chapter, 
so will simply note her e  that stor i e s  filled w ith war images 
or hearts, rainbows, flowers, and s t a r s  are canno n i c a l  
themes in disguise. Bricoleurs, these first g r a d e  
c r a f t s p e r s o n s , don't know about "symbolism," "imagery," or 
"themes" for conflict, friendship, and identity, for 
example. But they do e x p e r i e n c e  these things. So, they 
tell the story in c o n c r e t e  images, images at a r m ' s  length in 
their culture. A burst of rainbow, a c cording to Elaine, 
"tells about my m o m m y  and me." A sm i l e y  face inside a heart 
is "my friend, Ashley. She said I c ould put her in my 
story. But C a s s i e  said, ’No!' She doesn't want to be my 
f riend today. Do you think that's nice?"
In our rush to "get" c h i l d r e n  to u n d e r s t a n d  and use the 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  f u n c t i o n s  of l a n g u a g e — the "This is how it 
is" f u n c t i o n — we can u n d e r v a l u e  other f u n c t i o n s  (Halliday 
1973; H o l d a w a y  1979). Hearts, flowers, and r a i n b o w s  serve
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the important interactional or "I love you" function. And 
as p r o p o s e d  p r e v i o u s l y  in c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  mythic elements in 
the c a s e  study boys' stories, language f u nctions as power 
both i n s t r u m e n t a l l y — "I w a n t " — and to r e g u l a t e — the "Don't 
do that" function. These b o y s  e x e r c i s e  degrees o f  control 
at least within t h e  b o u n d a r i e s  of their stories, though, 
ad m i t t e d l y ,  these m e a n i n g s  are not s u r f a c e  f e a t u r e s  either 
to us or the children.
All the while, Chris a n d  I have b e e n  looking for the 
repres e n t a t i o n a l  function, in other w o r d s ,  w e ' v e  been as k i n g  
the b o y s  to tell us more a b o u t  what t h e i r  jets, tanks, 
rockets, and e x p l o s i o n s  ar e  doing and w h y  they a r e  doing 
these t h i n g s — e x p l i c i t l y  in written text. Now I think the 
boys' i ntentions are, implicitly, to control b o t h  the 
linguistic dema n d s  upon t h e m — we w r i t e  words in first g r a d e -  
-and the cultural demands u p o n  them— b e  brave y o u n g  man, and 
protect your image of self in this class r o o m ,  the 
s choolyard, on the bus, and in the w o r l d  at large. So they 
imagine power and it holds the unkn o w n  at bay for the while.
And finally, w e  make a mistake in assuming that the 
child u s u a l l y  w r i t e s  for an audience b i g g e r  than hi m  or 
herself. H a l liday c a u t i o n s  us to h o n o r  the e x p r e s s i v e  
f u n c t i o n  of l a n g u a g e  as well as the c o m m u n i c a t i v e  one 
( H a lliday 1973). In other words, not all l a n guage exists to 
be s h a r e d  with others. S o m e  of it is dow n r i g h t  s e l f - s e r v i n g  
and we delight in playing w i t h  it. P e r i o d .  I think that
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m uch early s t o r y i n g  is w r i t t e n  by the c h i l d  for the child.
On purpose. S/he k nows that e ven s/he ca n n o t  read it at 
times! But the deli g h t  in m a k i n g  the s t o r y  is palpable: 
noises, laughter, tongue e x t e n d e d  in c o n c e n t r a t i o n ,  s w e eping  
pencil s t r o k e s  are there for the watching. It is largely 
our adult assumptions, I'd argue, that p l a c e  a public nature  
on most c l a s s r o o m  writing. I recall Ed s a y i n g  that he 
di d n ' t  need to read Color R a c e r s ... to the kids, even though 
he'd worked on p r e c i o u s  little els e  in w r i t i n g  for four 
months! C h i l d r e n  appear e n t h r a l l e d  in the d o i n g  of the 
thing, m a k i n g  it move, rather than the done, the static. It 
is no small c o i n c i d e n c e  that H a s b r o - B r a d 1ey is cashing in on 
t r a n s f o r m e r  toys.
When Is A Story Done?
A c o n t i n u u m  of r i t u a l s  s u r r o u n d  this q u e s t i o n  for all 
the case s t u d y  c h i l d r e n  as well as others. I see it— moving
f r o m  s i m p l e  c r i t e r i a  to m o r e  complex o n e s — in s t a t e m e n t s
like this f r o m  the children:
1. W r i t i n g  time's up! (Mick the first day of school.)
E. All the p a g e s  I've stap l e d  ar e  full. (Abbie,
Mic k  up to late October)
3. W h e n  we gat into our d r i v e w a y  and the v a c a t i o n
w a s  over. Th a t ' s  w h e n  my v a c a t i o n  s t o r y ' s 
g o n n a  be done. (Randy in November)
6. I just h ave a feeling, you know? I need to
take out s o m e  of these dumb p a g e s  I put in. I
got too much. (Mick in N o v ember and December)
5. W h e n  I'm d o n e  thinking. (Ashley in December)
I d e c i d e  there's e n o u g h  truth in it. (Dawn du r i n g  
O c t o b e r )
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T h e  c h i l d r e n ' s  v i e w p o i n t s  speak for themselves and so 
I've d e c i d e d  "there's e n o u g h  truth" in them.
What Can I Sav Besides "Hmmm...-"?
I've taken a w i d e - a n g l e d  look at the case study boys' 
c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  and find that it is e m b e d d e d  in cinematic 
storying: a c t i o n - f i l l e d  s c e n e s  "peopled" by machines, with 
more and mor e  print p e p p e r i n g  the text as sno w  begins to 
blanket the playground. Now, what c a n  we say to Mick who 
asks. "How do you like my story, Judy?"
N e w l y  s e n s i t i z e d  to M i c k ' s  p u r p o s e s — to expr e s s  a c t i o n  
("cuncta flaunt, o m n i s q u e  v a g a n s  formatur imago"), that plot 
is s e c o n d a r y  in that f o r m u l a i c  story appe a r s  to be c u l tural  
c o l l a t e r a l  shared w o r d l e s s l y  among p e e r s — C h r i s  and I 
c o n s i d e r e d  our r e s p o n s e  options:
Judy: I'm reminded of the s t o r y  as told by A l i c e  B.
Toklas (1963) in What Is R e m e m b e r e d . On her d eath bed, 
G e r t r u d e  Stein is known to h a v e  asked, 'What is the 
answer?' An e m b a r r a s s e d  s i l e n c e  followed. S h e  persisted, 
‘In that case, wha t  is the question?' Do you think w e ' v e  
been a s k i n g  some irrelevant q u e s t i o n s  of the boys' stories, 




W ha t  might I say to Mick about his story? I can
respect hi s  e c l e c t i c  inventiveness, his abil i t y  to improvise
t em p o r a r y  s o l u t i o n s  b e t w e e n  hi s  w r i t i n g  and conventional
writing. I can c o u n t  his idioscript as writing.
Instead of asking him for verbal plans, "What's g oing
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to h a p p e n  next?", I can ask him to "Show me h o w  it moves. 
R i g h t  here, I ’ll move out of the w a y t " Instead of asking 
h i m  for logical plots, "Why did that happen?", I can ask, 
"Can you tell m e  more a b o u t  this (picture or c o n s t r u c t i o n  
p a p e r  appendage, for e x a m p l e ) ? "  I c a n  ask him, "What made 
y o u  think of that?", or "What do yo u  think of t h a t ? 11, or "Do 
you think you sho w e d  ho w  it feels in your story?", or m aybe 
e v e n  venture, "What would yo u  do d i f f e r e n t  next time?"
In sum, w h e n  I meet w i t h  Mick next I'll ask him to 
r e f l e c t  on hi s  o w n  felt experience, o n  what he w a s  trying to 
do, on his ow n  prob l e m  p o s i n g / p r o b l e m  solving strategies. I 
s u s p e c t  that for him the b a s i c s  are not so much sou n d - s y m b o l  
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  as e x i s t e n t i a l  ones. H o w  can I t r a n s l a t e  the 
f e e l i n g s / i d e a s  in my m i n d — that mind that i n c ludes the 
feeling, moving, visual imaging, noise-making, touching, 
tasting<!) m e — a n  paper? What can b e  captured in print? 
Indeed, what is worthy of writing? What will my friends 
wan t  to read? Wha t  ideas can I w h i t t l e  down to m a n a g e a b l e  
f o r m ( s ) ?  What c a n  I make that m a t t e r s  to me, and sometimes 
to others?
Yes, tha t ' s  the gist of what I'll consider the next 
time I meet w i t h  Mick so that I h o n o r  all forms of 
e x p e r i e n c e  he e x h i b i t s  a l o n g  his way to verbal articulation.
For young chi l d r e n ,  still closer to sense e x p e r i e n c i n g  than 
to logic, I s u s p e c t  that S u s a n n e  L a n g e r  (1957) is a truer 
g u i d e  to early storying tha n  Applebee:
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L a n g u a g e  is the symbolic f o r m  of rational thought. it 
is m o r e  than that, but at least it can b e  fairly well 
pared down to abstract the e l e m e n t s  of such thought and 
cogni t i o n .  T h e  s t r u c t u r e  of di s c o u r s e  e x p r e s s e s  the 
f o r m s  of rational c ogitation; that is why we call such 
th i n k i n g  "discursive."
But d i s c u r s i v e  symb o l s  offer no apt model of p r i m i t i v e 
forms of feeling. There h a s  been a radical c h a n g e — a 
special o r g a n i z a t i o n — in the making of rationality, 
p e r h a p s  under the influence of very sp e c i a l i z e d  
perception, p e r h a p s  under s o m e  other c o n t r o l l i n g  
condition. To expr e s s  the f orms of what might be 
c a l l e d  1u n l o g i c i z e d ' mental life..., or what is usua l l y  
ca l l e d  the 'life of feeling,' requires a different 
sy m b o l i c  form (124--1E5).
The symbolic f o r m  first g r a d e r s  are e x p e c t e d  to embr a c e  
in the language art s  class is verbal. However, Mick's and 
Bria n ' s  w r i t t e n  s t o r i e s  hover s o m e w h e r e  b e t w e e n  an 
"un l o g i c i z e d  ... 1 ife of feeling," and words. It is only 
sensible, then, that their s t o r i e s  exhibit va r i e d  symbolic  




P L A Y  AS TEX T
There is no reason to suppos e that the a e s t h e t i c s  of 
music is an  isolated cultural cate go ry. E v e n  in the 
blest m u s i c  is inex t r i c a b l y  li nke d to l a n g u a g e  (in song) 
and m o v e m e n t  (in da nc e) , and it ma y  serve a s  a frame or 
b a c k g r o u n d  for a v a r i e t y  of a e s t h e t i c  and n o n - a e s t h e t i c  
activities.  A f oc us  o n  music a l o n e  may m i s s  important 
a s s o c i a t i o n s  betw e e n  aesthetic forms.... Similar 
p r o blems a r i s e  in a n y  s i n g l e - g e n r e  a n a l y s i s  (Forrest 
1988, 28).
John F o r r e s t ' s  stud y of the a e s t h e t i c  e x p e r i e n c e s  of a 
N o r t h  C a r o l i n a  fishing c o m m u n i t y  p u r p o s e l y  m a k e s  a broad 
s w e e p  of the p e o p l e ' s  d a i l y  lives in order to r e m a i n  
s e n s i t i v e  to a e sth et ic e x p e r i e n c e s  wherever , whenever , and 
h o w e v e r  they m i g h t  appear. In a s i m i l a r  spirit, this 
c h a p t e r  makes a broad s w e e p  of c h i l d r e n ' s  play e x p e r i e n c e s  
and reads t he m as "texts" w h e r e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  be tw e e n  
idi os yn cratic , playful s i g n a l s  and m o r e  co nventi on al 
li t e r a t e  signs, e s p e c i a l l y  as d e m o n s t r a t e d  in their writing, 
m i g h t  matter. In effect, I chose to take play seriously.
I w a t c h e d  kids use their voices, eyes, h a n d s ,  whole 
b o d i e s ,  each other, their free time an d  toys, in their 
m e a n i n g  making v e n t u r e s — th rou gho ut t h e  school day, not just 
d u r i n g  language arts. B e c a u s e  case s t u d y  c h i l d r e n  Nick and 
Ed w e r e  r e g u l a r s  in the b l o c k  bunch, I f r e q u e n t l y  v ideota pe d  
b l o c k  play. Howeve r, v i s i t o r s  to 1G during f r e e  choice t i m e
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w o u l d  see m a n y  play o p t i o n s .  They might n o t i c e  Kenny and 
B r i a n  f i d d l i n g  with ri ce in the m a t h  area, D a w n  and Katy 
w r i t i n g  a s t o r y  together, Mick r e a d i n g  The V e r y  Hungry 
C a t e r o i 1lar (Carle 1970), Kr ist en  listening to a tape of  
st o r y t e l l e r  L e n  Cabral, M a t t  il lustrating h i s  bo ok -in- 
progress, M a r i s s a  and A s h l e y  d e s i g n i n g  l i fe -s ized a n i m a l s  
the floor f r o m  co lored  be a d s ,  and S t a c y  d r e s s i n g  up in a 
r a t t y  fur n e c k p i e c e  and g a u d y  scarf*.
Wh o s e  M e a n i n g  Is It Anvwav?
"Why can't a w o m a n  be m o r e  like a man?" a g o n i z e d  Dr. 
D o o l i t t l e  w h e n e v e r  E l i z a  beha ved l ike a typical woman 
(whatever that might m e a n ! ) .  A s s u m p t i o n s  like D o o l i t t l e ' s  
that imply o n e  p e r s o n ' s  or g r o u p ’s p r o c e s s e s  a r e  ap pli cabl
- e v e n  superioi to any o t h e r ' s  are suspect to b e  sure.
However, like a s s u m p t i o n s  plag ue  c h i l d  study w h e n e v e r  
a d u l t c e n t r i c  v i e w s  intru de  up on c h i l d - m e a n i n g s .
Typically , many a d u l t s  expect the block c o r n e r  in a 
p r i m a r y  c l a s s r o o m  to be a place w h e r e  c h i l d r e n  take a p l a y  
break, d a b b l e  in social matters, and ignore a c a d e m i c  
co nce rns. T h e  day the p r incipal  p o p p e d  into IB during 
language  a r t s  and c h a l l e n g e d ,  "Are th e y  just playi n g ? " ,  
C h r i s  and I k n e w  we n e e d e d  to make p l a y  s e r i o u s  for the 
skeptic. W hat  was h a p p e n i n g ,  for example, in block play  
b e s i d e s  d e v e l o p i n g  math concepts, e x e r c i s i n g  c h i l d r e n ' s  
sy m bol ic  re pe r t o i r e s ,  s a t i s f y i n g  c h i l d r e n ' s  n e e d s  for 
mu s cul ar  a c ti vi ty, and b a l a n c i n g  c u r r i c u l a r  d e m a n d s  for
linear t h in ki ng? Th oug h I'd a rgue that these three
c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  are r e a s o n s  enough to su pp or t block play,
there is m or e to it.
The b loc k corner is a s h o w c a s e  w h e r e  s i g n i f i c a n t
literacy issues, d i f f e r e n t  per child, are dramat ized.
G r a d u a l l y  as I wa tched the case s t u d y  b o y s  p la y with blocks,
they r e v e a l e d  what they ne eded to sup p o r t  their literacy
l e a r n i n g — a learning that is f u n d m e n t a l l y  social.
G a r r o l o u s  Mick, an invent ive me an i n g  maker  who
s c a v e n g e s  the c l a s s r o o m  for ways to c o m m u n i c a t e  in writing,
r e v e a l s  his school a g e n d a — what I'd d are  to call his
personal  first g r a d e  c urric ul um. Ed, like a l o n g - d i s t a n c e
runner, p u r p o s e f u l l y  and quietly p u r s u e s  separate, lon g- term
p r o j e c t s  w h e t h e r  he m a k e s  meaning in bl ock p l a y  or writing.
And o r d e r l y  R a n d y  bui l d s  block s t r u c t u r e s  that are three
di m e n s i o n a l  v e r s i o n s  of the forms his  wr it in g takes. In
this ch ap t e r  then,
p l a y  is interp r e t e d  as  "text." w h e r e  young c h i l d r e n  
"play out" their learning  ne eds  in ge neral, and their 
language learning n e e d s  in pa r t i c u l a r .  And
p l a y  is "dynamic  text" because, like w r i t i n g  and m a n y  
s y m b o l i c  acts, it invites i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s  along 
three levels: 1) language m e a n i n g s  both literal and
fu n c t i o n a l ;  E) imagin a t i v e  artifa ct s, i n t e n t i o n a l l y  
though not n e c e s s a r i l y  p l a n f u l l y  cr eated  by the child; 
and 3) work p a t t e r n s / r h y t h m s .  And
p l a y  is " e c o l o g i c a l l v — s e n s i t i v e  text" b e c a u s e  it offers 
a natural , m i n i m a l l y  intrusive e n v i r o n m e n t  for s t u dy ing 
c hild m e a n i n g - m a k i n g .  Of all c l a s s r o o m  events, p la y 
e n j o y s  the least r e s t r i c t i v e  s i t u a t i o n  and, like work 
in the c r e a t i v e  arts, its d i s t i n c t i v e  f e a t u r e s  include 
the ro le of the imagination, and c h i l d - d e s i g n e d  rules.
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B e c a u s e  this w h o l e  chap t e r  is my "reading" of 
c h i l d r e n ' s  block play  as "text," I will allow  the idea to 
g r o w  g r a d u a l l y  wi th o u t  fu rt her e x p l a n a t i o n  here. However, 
the second two ideas, play as "dynamic text" and play as 
" e c o l o g i c a l l y - s e n s i t i v e  text," need mor e  introduction.
C o m p a r e  the three levels of m e a n i n g  in play as "dynamic 
text" to c o l o r e d  fi lt e r s  in a c a m e r a  lens. Each lens can be 
li ght ed i n d i v i d u a l l y — -I could consid er , for example, only 
the c h i l d r e n ' s  w o r d s  as they p l a y — but in real life, all 
t hr ee  levels f u n c t i o n  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  and meaning potential 
is m ulti pl ied. The three dy na mic levels of m e a n i n g  m a k i n g —  
the individual c h i l d ' s  la nguage uses, imaginat iv e artifacts, 
and w o r k / p l a y  r h y t h m s — e m e r g e  in what might be c a l l e d  the 
c h i l d ' s  s y m b o l i c  signature.
S i m p l y  put, C hri s and I thought that o nce c h i l d r e n ’s 
individual s y m b o l i c  s i g n a t u r e s  b e c a m e  ev ident in play, that 
most natural of child m e a n i n g  maki ng  situa tions, we  needed 
to ask: Ar e  these d i f f e r e n t  s y m bolic s i g n a t u r e s  being 
h o n o r e d  in the li ter acy  c u r r i c u l u m ?
W a v s  with  B l o c k s  
The most o b v i o u s  f e a t u r e s  of p l a y  as "e colo g i c a l l y  
s e n s i t i v e  text" are that kids c h o o s e  what to do, they make 
up the rules and the rituals, and they pace themselves.
G i v e n  these freedoms, it's saf e  to as s u m e  a "fit" between 
c h i l d  and play s i t u a t i o n  in 1G.
"The block bunch" g e n e r a l l y  meant three regulars,
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including two of the case s t u d y  boys, Mick and Ed, from whom 
I learned my way a r o u n d  the b l o c k  co mmu nit y. R e g u l a r s  make 
up the ru les, m o s t l y  tacit. For example, r e g u l a r s  are 
t er rit ori al: they get to the b lock corner fast and first, 
and they s t a k e  out their p i e c e  of the c a r p e t  by pi li ng up 
their b l o c k s  a l o n g s i d e  t h e m s e l v e s  be fore they be gin to 
build. T h e y  v e r b a l l y  n e g o t i a t e  for b l o c k s  ot hers h a v e  
claimed, tread c a r e f u l l y  a r o u n d  others' s truc tu res, seek 
p e r m i s s i o n  to im pro vise with a n o t h e r ' s  s truct ur e, and talk 
freely bu t  appear f r e e  to ignore one ano ther. R i t u a l s  
include d e m o l i t i o n  p rivileg es . The block b un ch d e s t r o y  only 
what they and/or  their par tner( s)  build; and they p r e s e r v e  
s t r u c t u r e s  long en o u g h  to "show Ms. Ga ud e t "  and intere sted  
others at the end o f  free play.
P r o p e r t i e s  inherent in the block m e d i u m  includ e pieces  
whose s h a p e s ,  sizes, and c o l o r s  are givens: p r e e x i s t i n g  
m a t e r i a l s  r ea dy  for the c h i l d ' s  immediate use. Th e  child 
need not a l t e r  the s e p a r a t e  b l o c k s  themselves, u n l i k e  the 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  s / h e  might h a v e  to effect o n  a word — (for 
ex amp le tin ker wi th spelling  and h a n d w r i t i n g  be f o r e  it goes 
public!). Even topics  for b l o c k  c o m p o s i t i o n s  are "givens" 
to a de gr e e ,  as I o b s er ve d m a i n l y  war t h e m e s — block bases, 
bomb s h e l t e r s ,  tankers, t r a n s f o r m e r  jets— e ven w he n the 
o c casi on al  girl joins the group.
W hat  h o o k s  kids on block p l a y  seem s to be its instant 
g r a t i f i c a t i o n  and instant t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  pro pe rt ies. For
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e xa mple, in c o n t r a s t  with writing, c h i l d r e n  need not labor 
to "draw the letters," to spell wo rds out, to pro c e e d  left 
to right, to attem pt p a i n s t a k i n g  r e v i s i o n  with blocks. They 
ne e d  not c o n c e r n  thems e l v e s  with linguis tic c o n v e n t i o n s  at 
all, ne ither story, nor topic, indeed, not eve n words! They 
ne ed have no th i n g  in p a r t i c u l a r  "in mind"; instead, they
p r o c e e d  a c c o r d i n g  to what is "in mu scle," or what looks good
vi sua lly, or what m ak es things m o v e — as they build.
The several block inci dents  or "texts" to fo llow
s u g g e s t  rather than s y s t e m a t i z e  way s to c o n s i d e r  several 
dy namic , o v e r l a p p i n g  e l e m e n t s  of la ngu age growth, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  writing, speaking, and listening. I omit 
c o n n e c t i o n s  to c h i l d r e n ' s  re ad in g gr ow th a l t o g e t h e r  in order 
to f o c u s  on their writing.
Even then, I do not e x p l o r e  the same q u e s t i o n s  equa l l y  
for Mick and Ed and the c h i l d r e n  who interact with them he re 
or a n y w h e r e  in this study, b e c a u s e  ne ither I nor any teacher 
c a p t u r e s  identical q u a l i t a t i v e  in f o r m a t i o n  for all children. 
For example, one play  e p i s o d e  ma y lend itself be st to 
linguisti c analysis, another to c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of the block 
struct u r e s ,  w h i l e  anot h e r  e p i s o d e  c r i e s  out for a n a l y s i s  of 
a c h i l d ' s  wo rk rhythms. I c a t c h - a s - c a t c h - c a n  and run with 
i t .
T h e  Block B unch
One a f t e r n o o n  e a r l y  in October, I v i d e o t a p e  Mick, Ed, 
and Randy, "the block bunch, " as they c o m m a n d e e r  the block
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c o r n e r .
Quickly, they select the bl ocks they might need, 
n e g o t i a t e  for ot hers , pile their c h o i c e s  b e s i d e  themselves, 
and b e g i n  to wo rk on  s e p a r a t e  st ruc tures . Mick tries to 
p o s i t i o n  a c y l i n d r i c a l  block on a p o i n t e d  one and it rolls 
off. R a n d y  s t a t e s  that h e's ma kin g a garage.
Mick: I'm ma k i n g  a garage, too. O.K.?
This "O.K." was d i r e c t e d  to Ed as Mick p l a c e s  a matchb ox car 
inside hi s  str uctu re .
Judy: Uhat are you making?
Mick: S o m e t h i n g  for my a r m y . . . E d ' s  arm y  cart.
He r e a c h e s  into h i s  st ruc ture,  pulls the car out, dr iv es it
ar oun d himself, all the w h i l e  making sound  effects:
Mick: You guys, c a n  I p l e a s e  use it (a block he needs)?
I'll never be your friend. (No r e s po ns e from the others.) 
I'm not g o n n a  be your friend.
Ed: He is (ge st ur ing to R a n d y  across f rom him). I al ready
have a good friend (he hugs h i s  toy B o g l i n  monste r).
Randy: And me too.
Mick: And me, too, 'cause I'm gonna be your f r i e n d  even
though you don't like me.
Ed: O.K.
It's pow erful to conside r the three layered d y n a m i c s  of the 
above situat ion: the literal and f u nc ti onal m e a n i n g s  of the
c h i l d r e n ’s language, the th i n g s  they make, and their 
p a t t e r n s / r h y t h m s  o f  work.
To b e g i n  with  language use, an inquiry into the literal 
and fu nct i o n a l  a s p e c t s  of c h i l d r e n ' s  w o r d s — ev en a cursory
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inq uir y ma de in this s p i r i t — need not c o m p l i c a t e  som eth in g 
that ma n y  mi ght claim is o b v i o u s  all along. Admittedl y,  a 
gu t - l e v e l  r e a c t i o n  to M i c k ' s  t r a n s a c t i o n s  a b o v e  might be,
"So h e ' s  an a r g u m e n t a t i v e  kid. Who needs ling ui stic  
t e r m i n o l o g y  to m ak e that ca ll? L e a v e  it to a c a d e m e  to ma ke 
the s i m p l e  com p l e x ! "  Instead, linguistic t e r m i n o l o g y  can 
help d e m y s t i f y  language, h elp us u n d e r s t a n d  h o w  we 
u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y  send m i x e d  m e s s a g e s  at times ("Nice g irls  
don't talk that way"), and why we m i g h t  si mp ly say, "Can you 
think of a b e t t e r  way to say that?" So, ra the r than 
c o m p l i c a t e  things, lin guistic exp lana ti ons, as opposed, for 
example, to p s y c h o l o g i c a l  or pe rsonal e x p l anation s,  can 
d e f u s e  c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l  s i t u a t i o n s  and, more importantly, 
help c h i l d r e n  c o n s c i o u s l y  e x p e r i m e n t  with h o w  language 
works. But b e f o r e  teasing out m e a n i n g s  from th e  play 
e p i s o d e  above, several d e f i n i t i o n s  are helpful.
Coming to Terms
Language
For this chapter, "Language" m e a n s  the literal 
m e a n i n g s — what w or ds  stand for in th e  world, a n d  "functional 
m e a n i n g s " — or h o w  language is e x p l o i t e d  to m a k e  meaning. 
(Ha ll id ay 1975; Bl oame 1989);. H a l l i d a y  and B l o o m e  d e s c r i b e  
f u ncti on al m e a n i n g s  in s i m i l a r  ways. For e x a m p l e ,  words act 
in Instrument al ways to mean: "I wa n t , "  and the y  act in 
Re g u l a t o r y ,  C o n t r o l l i n g  and D i s v a l i d a t i n g  w a y s  to mean: "Do
as I tell you." Wo rds  act in I n t e r a c t i a n a 1 ways: "Me and
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you," as well as in Perso n a l  wa y s  announc in g: "Here I come!"
W o r d s  f u n c t i o n  as H e u r i s t i c s  or Questi ons: "Tell me why?"
and they act in I n f o r m a t i v e  ways: "I've got s o m ethi ng  to
tell you." To be sure, w or ds  a l l o w  us to be  Imaginative, to 
whisper: "L et's pret en d."
At the literal level, Mick s p o k e  the w o r d  "friend" many 
times above, yet man y o f  hi s w o r d s  and a c t i o n s  got h i m  in 
and out of favor with "the block bunch." What are the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  b e t w e e n  this a p p a r e n t  paradox: literally
s o l i c i t o u s  w o r d s  riding on f u n c t i o n a l l y  o f f e n s i v e / d e f e n s i v e  
h o r s e s ?  M i c k ' s  language  use d u r i n g  block p l a y  f r e q u e n t l y  
b e c o m e s  the text wh ere I ex pl o r e  these r e l a t i o n s h i p s  by 
asking:
* What is the child d o i n g / m a k i n g  with the literal and 
funct i o n a l  levels of la nguage use? Here, it a p p e a r s  
that Mick is trying to ma ke frien ds e v e n  mo r e  than a 
block structu re.
* What is the c h i l d ' s  f unctio na l f l e x i b i l i t y ?  or What 
language o p t i o n s  doe s  he us e  in his e f f o r c s  to m a k e  
m e a n i n g s ?  It a p p e a r s  that Mic k  f u n c t i o n s  ma inly on  the 
ends of an "I love y o u " — "Don't  you d a r e  do that" 
co nti nuum!
H o w  mean i n g f u l  might a t e ach er 's u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of these 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  be to M i c k ’s literacy growth in this c l a s s r o o m  
w h e r e  m e a n i n g  is s o c i a l l y  c o n s t r u c t e d ?  And of course, how 




“ Im a g i n a t i v e  a r t i f a c t s "  includes the non-verba l end 
p r o d u c t s  m a d e  by the chi ld re n, like bl ock structu res, as 
well as verbal end p r o d u c t s  that are imaginative, such as 
s t o r i e s  about their bl ock st ructures. W h e r e  young c h i ld ren 
are concerned , I su gg est that the i m a g i n a t i v e  use of 
la ngu age n eeds  to inc lude and v a l idate  other forms through 
which c h i l d r e n  e x p r e s s  them s e l v e s  as they grow in their use  
of words.
A d m i t t e d l y  too, I aim to p u r p o s e l y  blu r the cultural 
and a c a d e m i c  h i e r a r c h i e s  b e t w e e n  c o m p o s i n g  in one medi um  and 
another. I respect the d i s c r e t e  n a t u r e s / p o t e n t i a l s  of 
d i f f e r e n t  a e s t h e t i c  forms, say danc e v e r s u s  poetry, yet I 
respect too the c h i l d ’s t r a n s m e d i a t i o n a 1 nature. I am 
d e c i d e d l y  leery of h a n d i c a p p i n g  c h i l d r e n  e ar ly in the 
literacy g a m e  by fo rc in g them to play e x c l u s i v e l y  by verbal 
rules. So, w h e r e  a p p r o priat e,  I will d r a w  c o n n e c t i o n s  among  
block s tr ucture s,  c h i l d r e n ' s  oral s t o r i e s  about them, and 
w r i t t e n  s t o r i e s  by the chi ldren. In sum, all t hese  
im a g i n a t i v e  end p r o d u c t s  will be c o n s i d e r e d  “arti f a c t s "  that 
ma tt er  for language growth.
Patterns/Rhvthms of Work
Finally, " P a t t e r n s / R h y t h m s  of Work'1 mean s the ways 
c h i l d r e n  us e the context: h o w  they m o v e  about, ho w much they 
use other p e o p l e  and things, and how the y pace themselves. 
C h i l d r e n  like Mick are “s w e e p e r s " — c o v e r i n g  the c l a s s r o o m
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and a s k i n g  many q u e s t i o n s  as they s c a v e n g e  for ways  to 
express themselves. Some like Ed and R a n d y  are " r o o t e d 11 —  
m i n i m a l l y  mobile p e r h a p s  b e c a u s e  they f o c u s  best by  going 
inward, or beca u s e  they s i m p l y  appear m o r e  secure  with a 
p r e d i c t a b l e  routine, including where they sit, wi th whom 
they talk.
By  notic ing th ese three d y n a m i c s  o n g o i n g  w h i l e  chil d r e n  
play, o n e  begins to see individual s y m b o l i c  s i g n a t u r e s  come 
into f o c u s  and m o r e  importa ntly, their impact on c l a s s r o o m  
"work" in literacy arenas b e c o m e s  clearer. Ke eping this in 
mind, I ret ur n to the block b u n c h  and n o t i c e  Mick dr iv in g  
his car around R a n d y  and sh out ing, "Space, space, 
s p a c e ...A WWWW  s ho ot  all m e c h a n i c a l  guns. Shoot all 
m ec hanical  guns."
Me an w h i l e ,  Ed con t i n u e s  to work q u i e t l y  as he straddle s 
his str uctur e,  f a c e s  it s q ua rely, to se e  the symmetry, 
perhaps. As usual, he uses b o t h  hands s i m u l t a n e o u s l y .
Randy w o r k s  q u i e t l y  too. Not Mick. He d r i v e s  his car up
the ram p  he has built, sh o u t s  "Yahoo!", twi st s the car in
mid-air, makes m o r e  e x p l o s i v e  noises, to ss es the car over 
his head, and s c r a m b l e s  after it.
B e l o w  are my f r e e  s k e t c h e s  of the boys' s t r u c t u r e s  
drawn f r o m  the v i d e o t a p e  ten m i n u t e s  into the free play 
(Figures 1 - 3). Note, too, h o w  Mick's  title, "Something 
for E d ' s  Army C a r t , "  has in clu ded  Ed's ideas with hi s  own.
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Figure I
R a n d y ' s  S t r u c t u r e  Oc tober  6 - "A Garage"
fig u.re i
M i c k ' s  S t r u c t u r e  October 6 - "Something  for Ed's Army Cart"
Ed's S t r u c t u r e  Oc tob er  6 - "My Best Block Base Ever"
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F o r t y  m i n u t e s  later, a n d  moments b e f o r e  the f r e e  choice 
time is up, I n o t i c e  that R a n d y  has a d d e d  some det ail, but 
has m a d e  no su bsta n t i a l  c h a ng es. Mick ha s made structural  
c h a n g e s  and a d d i t i o n s  (in b l o c k s  and s o u n d  effects) , and Ed 
has q u i e t l y  made s u b s t a n t i a l ,  ela b o r a t e  a d di tions and 
changes. Of all three s truct ur es, E d ' s  ex ploit s w h a t  art 
critic N e l s o n  G o o d m a n  (Gardner 1980) c a l l s  "re pleteness" or 
what I call "the b l o c k n e s s "  of blocks. Ed m a n i p u l a t e s  the 
p o tent ia l inherent in the m e d i u m  to e x p r e s s  a sy m m e t r i c a l 
de sign of  va ri ou s sh apes and colors. T h e r e ' s  a s o l i d  yet 
fluid c h a r a c t e r  to his str ucture. I a s k  the three boys to 
tell me about their end products.
Randy: CIt'sl a garage.
Judy: H o w  does it work?
Randy: O p e n  these right h e r e  (he opens doors), and you go 
in. Or these, I'll sho w you.
He go e s  behin d the s t r u c t u r e  and o p e n s  more doors. I
co mm en t that it's strong e n o u g h  to s t a n d  even w h e n  he  opens
the do ors, and ask if he k n e w  it was g o i n g  to h a p p e n  like
that f r o m  the be gin nin g. H e  nods “ye s,"  but adds, "I don't
know h o w  though." If R a n d y  c a n  be t a k e n  at his word, I'd
call t h i s  an e x a m p l e  of k i n e s theti c knowing , s o m e t h i n g  he
"knows" in a tactile, non- v e r b a l  sense.
Judy: So you h a v e  p lans w h e n  you b uild blocks?
Randy: Yes.
Judy: H o w  'bout you, Ed?
Ed: I j u s t . . .doodle ar ound with the b l o c k s  and I .. . and then
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I m a k e  things.
R and y: Then w h e n  y o u ' r e  done, y o u  think, y o u  know?
Chris a n n o u n c e s  that it is t i m e  to f i n i s h  up and put 
p l a y  things away, but all three b o y s  are a b s o r b e d  and 
c o n t i n u e  to build. M i c k  is m a k i n g  sound e f f e c t s  as h e  
d r i v e s  his car over a ramp. Ne xt he  moves the ramp a bit, 
and p o s i t i o n s  the car for a jump. Randy e x p l a i n s  his 
s t r u c t u r e  to me.
Ra ndy: This is where th e smoke c o m e s  out. An d  here's the 
h o u s e  in here. And this is the g a r a g e  w h e r e  they park.
Briefly, I'll p a u s e  here to c h a r a c t e r i z e  the g l o b a l  
f e a t u r e s  of the boys' symbolic s i g n a t u r e s — s o  far.
M i c k . M i c k  mo ves a lot and talks c o n s t a n t l y  to h i m s e l f  
or w it h o t h e r s  as he b u i l d s  a big, r a n d o m l y - c o l o r e d , sol id - 
lo oking  e n c l o s u r e  for h i s  car, w i t h  a ramp, and p ar ts  that 
o p e n  and close. He b o r r o w s  a t o p i c  from R a n d y ,  though  he 
a p p e a r s  mor e c o n c e r n e d  with fri en ds. He r e a d s  the s o c i a l  
s i t u a t i o n — that Ed m a i n t a i n s  a t a c i t  p o s i t i o n  of leadershi p 
in the block b u n c h — b e c a u s e  Mick s e e k s  Ed's approval, not 
Ra nd y' s, to m a k e  a ga ra ge. In sum, Mick d e m o n s t r a t e s  a 
p r e f e r r e d  s t y l e  of m e a n i n g  making: spo nt aneous,  mobile, 
tactile, verbal, and social. He appear s e q u a l l y  f a s c i n a t e d  
w ith ta ng ible moving th i n g s  and w i t h  i n ta ngibl e issues of 
f r i e n d s h i p  a n d  social h i e r arch ie s.
E d . Ed bu i l d s  wha t  prom is es  to become an elaborate , 
s y m m e t r i c a l l y  co lored and  shaped, static st ructure. H e
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talks and m ove s little as he  c o n s i d e r s  ad ding a block, 
pauses, adds it, and another. With b o t h  hands 
si mu l t a n e o u s l y ,  he p o s i t i o n s  bl o c k s  of  the same  shape and 
color on o p p o s i t e  s i d e s  of hi s grow ing structure.
K i n e s t h e t i c  and visual s e n s e s  d ri ve h i s  building. He 
ch oo s e s  bl o c k s  slowly, h a n d l e s  them, v i s u a l l y  e s ti mates 
their p o s i t i o n s  b e f o r e  he a d d s  them, and makes frequent 
ch anges  until he a p p e a r s  sat isfied. And so, Ed d e m o n s t r a t e s  
a p r e f e r r e d  s tyle of me an i n g  making: quiet, e l a b o r a t e l y  
de signe d both v i s u a l l y  and s t r u c t u r a l l y ,  highly tactile, 
planful and s e l f -c ritica l (appea rs to work toward some inner 
vision). His a t t e n t i o n s  are fo cused m o r e  on his structure, 
less on the social si tuation, perh a p s  b e c a u s e  he is the 
leader of “the bloc k bunch."
R a n d y . R a n d y  talks in termittently , yet m o v e s  very 
little, as he b u i l d s  an all red, sq u a r e  enc lo su re. He do e s  
not e s t i m a t e  visual ly;  instead, his c o m p o s i n g  p r o c e s s  is one 
of trial and error. Only after r e p e a t e d  a t t e m p t s  to layer 
bl o c k s  in the sa me futile  p o s i t i o n s  d o e s  he make changes. 
It's sa f e  to say that R a n d y  p r e f e r s  a d e g r e e  of 
p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  as he makes things, though he d oes not yet 
a n t i c i p a t e  more s p e c i f i c  c o n s e q u e n c e s  of his ov era ll  plans.
P l a y i n g  w i t h  M e a n i n g s
The word "play" c o n n o t e s  an ir reve r e n c e  for what looks 
quite like work to me. F r e q u e n t l y  with these children, p l a y  
and work behave as o n e  thing. As they play, they work at
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m a k i n g  mea ning in several ways. The r e m a i n d e r  of the 
c h a p t e r  f o c u s e s  on the d y n a m i c s  of the c h i l d r e n ' s  language, 
ar ti fact s,  and  rhy t h m s  a s  they play:
U s i n g  Uords " B o o d ” T a k e s  M o r e  t h a n  W o r d s
Is it u s e f u l / p o s s i b l e  to is olate verbal lan guage in the 
b l o c k  corner f ro m other ac ti o n s  e v e n  in a study of e a r l y  
l i tera cy ? P r o b a b l y  not. At least not for long.
Ir onically, however, until I can imagin e n on-line ar  ways of 
e x a m i n i n g  n o n - l i n e a r  e x p e r i e n c e s  in this study, I'm tied to 
w o r d s  and to a d i s c u s s i o n  of their s e p a r a t e  features, even 
t h o u g h  I know they exist s y n e r g i s t i c a l l y 1 This said, I'll 
b e g i n  with se ve r a l  o v e r a r c h i n g  insights f r o m  c o g n i t i v e  
p s y c h o l o g y  that show wh a t  child talk at p l a y  s u g g e s t s  for 
th in king . Next, l i n g u is ti cs c o n t r i b u t e s  way s  to talk about 
talk, to conside r, for exampl e, its literal and functional  
f e a t u r e s  m e n t i o n e d  earlier.
T a l k  Can " M o v e ” O n e ' s  T h i n k i n a  and M o v i n g  C a n  "Talk'11 
Mick use s  wo rds bo t h  for c o m m u n i c a t i o n  and s e l f - 
e x p r e s s i o n — w o r d s  for others, and words for h i m s e l f — uses 
e v i d e n t  in h i s  w r i t t e n  stories . These two as pe cts o f  speech 
s h a r e  p r o p e r t i e s  of wha t V y g ot sky called "egocen tr ic 
s p e e c h  ...[speech 3 on its way inward . . . intimat ely tied up 
w i t h  the o r d e r i n g  of the ch il d's beh a v i o r "  (Vygoysky, 1986, 
86) .
At play, and in s t o r y  wr iting d e s c r i b e d  in the pr evious 
c h a pt er, Mick m a n i p u l a t e s  things and wo rds as he c o m p o s e s
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ideas; the m a n i p u l a t i o n  of w o r d s  and c o n c r e t e  m a t e r i a l s  is 
ins trumental in— "i n t i m a t e l y  tied up w i t h " — hi s  thinking 
process. For Vygotsky, e g o c e n t r i c  speech b e c o m e s  an 
i ns trument  of thought in the p r o p e r  sense: in se eking and
p l a nn in g the s o l u t i o n  of a pr obl em. Ne it h e r  the sp ee ch nor 
the a c t i o n  are ind ependent, but of one "mind," if you will.
"E goce n t r i c  speech" then is acutel y c o n n e c t e d  to ac t i o n  
on the world, and ne ith er Mi ck nor V y g o t s k y  loose sight of 
this d y n a m i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  ac tio n and words: speech 
inf lu ence s action and ac ti on influences speech.
A l t h o u g h  Piaget  agreed that e g o c e n t r i c  speech 
a c c o m p a n i e d  ch ild actions, he ar g u e d  it did so in an 
incidental, p a s s i v e  fashion. He cla imed that e g o c e n t r i c  
speech w a s  s i m u l t a n e o u s  with a c t i o n  but not n e c e s s a r i l y  a 
f u n ct io n of it. In other words, be cause  he  chose to focus 
on action, Piaget m i n i m i z e d  the dynam ic s b e t w e e n  w o r d s  and 
a cti on o n  behavior. (Equally p r o b l e m a t i c  yet misguid ed , I 
think, is the p r a c t i c e  of inferring in-head o p e r a t i o n s  of a 
child in general, bu t p a r t i c u l a r l y  from o b s e r v i n g  m a i n l y  
linear, logical tasks.) Pi aget claimed that e g o c e n t r i c  
speech d i e d  out to b e c o m e  "inner speech" as the s c h o o l - a g e d  
child b e c a m e  better a bl e to p l a n  his a c t i o n s  ahead in-head.
How ever,  b e c a u s e  I sus pect that e g o c e n t r i c  speech and 
"inner spee c h "  are not e n t i r e l y  v e r b a l — or at least that 
they r e s p e c t  the d y n a m i c s  of p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y — I am 
si tuated in a p r o b l e m a t i c  junctur e s o m e w h e r e  be tw ee n Piaget
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and V y g o t s k y  and their s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  i n terpr et ations of 
" t h o u g h t ."
A l t h o u g h  I t ruly doubt Pi a g e t  intend ed it, the 
t e m p t a t i o n  to e q u a t e  speech and thought is too neat in his 
scenario. However, V y g o t s k y  c l e a r l y  leaves open critical 
theoretic al  space for thought that is no n- logica l,  n o n ­
linear, n o n - 1 i n g u i s t i c . Tho ma s Biddell (1986) cites 
Vygot s k y  o n  the d y n a m i c s  b e t w e e n  the inner and outer aspects 
of speech:
...two planes of  speech. Both the inner, meanin gfu l, 
se m a n t i c  aspect of speech and the external, p h o netic  
a s p e c t  Cwhichl though f o r m i n g  a true unity, hav e  their 
own laws of m o v e m e n t  (14).
V y g o t s k y  ar g u e d  that e g o c e n t r i c  s p e e c h  is a f u n c t i o n  of 
action, an d it d oe s not die out, but b e c o m e s  interi orize d as 
"thought." This th ou gh t does not n e c e s s a r i l y  f o l l o w  the 
same " laws  of m o v e m e n t "  as speech, though like speech, 
remains a n  instigator of action. Bidell interpr ets Vygots ky 
once again:
As external s p e e c h  is inter nalized, it is not si mp ly 
a b s o r b e d  by i n c r e a s i n g l y  si lent p r o n o u n c i a t i o n  but is 
r e c o n s t r u c t e d  to serve a ne w purpose. Thus 
d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  of a sp eech f u n c t i o n  is a c c o m p a n i e d  by 
a r e s t r u c t u r i n g  as speech is internalized.
It would indeed be  s u r p r i s i n g  if such a basic 
d i f f e r e n c e  in f u n c t i o n  did not af fect the s t r u c t u r e  of 
the two kinds o f  speech (14-15).
Pla yf ully , I like to e n v i s i o n  that our minds take 
s h o r t c u t s  across v a r i e d  "speech str uc tures":  that muscl e 
memory p l a y s  ball w i t h  verb choices; s p a t i a l /visual memory
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t r i g g e r s  a dject iv es; e m o t i o n  fuels syntax; and me ani ng -
p o t e n t i a l  r e s o n a t e s  in y e t - t o - b e - f a t h o m e d  ways.
L e s s  s p e c u l a t i v e l y  s p ea king, b e c a u s e  V y g o t s k y  leaves
m ore  theoretica l s p a c e  than Piaget for the n o n - 1 i n g u i s t i c
a s p e c t s  of thought, V y g otsky was careful to avoid what I
c o n s i d e r  a c r i t i c a l  u n d e r c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n  of ’‘thought." By
r e f u s i n g  to e x a g g e r a t e  the s i m i l a r i t i e s  b e t w e e n  inner speech
and words, he a v o i d e d  a m o n i s t i c  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of thought:
that it is n e c e s s a r i l y  one w ith language, h ence linear and
o v e r w h e l m i n g l y  logical.
R e c o g n i z i n g  the danger of a m o n i s t i c  view  of thought is 
cruc i a l  to thi s  study if play and wo rk with a r t i s t i c  
m e d i a  are to be c o n s i d e r e d  important i n f l u e n c e s —  
h o w e v e r  i n d e t e r m i n a t e — on c h i l d r e n ' s  o p t i o n s  for 
t h i n k i n g — in wo rds or o t h e r  forms.
H o w  c o n f i n i n g  the c l a s s r o o m  that v a l u e s  verbal thought 
but n e g l e c t s  o t h e r  forms. As Elliot E i s n e r  cautions, the 
nets w e  know ho w  to weave, and the nets we cast, d e t e r m i n e  
the k i n d s  of fish we will cat ch. In the f o r e b o d i n g  
c o n c l u s i o n  to h i s  essay, " La te Night T h o u g h t s  on L i s t e n i n g 
to M a h l e r ' s  N i n t h  Sy mphony," Lewis T h o m a s  (1980-1983) 
r e j e c t s  any ve rbal language that p e r m i t s  h u m a n i t y  to 
e n g i n e e r  a n n i h i l a t i o n  by n u c l e a r  hol ocaust. W o r d s  are not 
e n o u g h  to imagine the best of p o s s i b l e  worlds.
It appears, for ex amp le, that Ed's c o m p o s i n g  p r o c e s s e s 
are f u e l e d  by v i s u a l  and k i n e s t h e t i c  influences, more than 
a u d i b l e  talk. Indeed, he is o ften a loner. In contrast, 
the d y n a m i c s  of talk and a c t i o n  are c r i tical for Mick's
B9
co m p o s i n g  pr ocess. His s t o r i e s  g r o w  from p a s t e - o n  m o v i n g  
p a r t s  and his block c o n s t r u c t i o n s  g row as he mo ves  himself, 
the blocks, his sound e f f e c t s  and w o r d s  in and around Ra ndy 
and E d .
In loo king back at E d ' s  block b u i l d i n g  an d  wr iting 
h a b i t s  over two years, the c o n trast remains: Ed never 
b e h a v e d  like M i c k — sho u l d  one c o u n t e r  that M i c k  is s i m p l y  on 
an ea rl i e r  d e v e l o p m e n t a l  level than Ed.
This is the case, I'd agree, but for Mick, it is not 
the s i g n i f i c a n t  point. Most likely Mick will "tame d o w n "  as 
hi s  school ye ars progress , and talk will "do" for much of 
hi s  learning. But I'd a r g u e  that such t a m i n g - t o - 1 i s t e n  
instead of e n c o u r a g i n g - t o - t a l k - a n d - m o v e  is m o r e  a f u n c t i o n  
of  school c u l t u r e  than hi s  p r e f e r r e d  m e a n i n g - m a k i n g  
pat t e r n s .
Some Historical Precedents for Talk
Talk, e s p e c i a l l y  teacher talk, h a s  en jo y e d  a p r i v i l e g e d  
s t a t u s  in e d u c a t i o n  far a long time. C o n s i d e r  the c h i l d  of 
E m i l e ' s  time. R o u s s e a u  (176E, 1979) d e s c r i b e s  how 
e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  t e a c h e r s / m o t h e r s / c a r e t a k e r s  lit e r a l l y  
s w a d d l e d  y o u n g s t e r s  and hung them on hooks so that they  
c o u l d  listen, but not get into t r o u b l e 1.
John D e w e y  <1900, 1902, 1956) reports h i s  f r u s t r a t i o n  
as he s c o u r e d  the C h i c a g o  area for m o v a b l e  d e s k s  s u i t a b l e  
for his lab school. On e  e x a s p e r a t e d  s t o r e k e e p e r  e x c l a i m e d  
that the d e s k s  he sold w e r e  built for c h i l d r e n  to l i s t e n
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from, and to expect m o r e  of  the e q u i p m e n t  was absurd I
St an i s l a v s k i  (see Benedetti 1988), dra m a t i s t  and acting 
coach, r e v e a l e d  A fuhd^rn^ntdl s h i f t  in his acting 
m e t h o d o l o g i e s .  E arl y in his ca reer, wh en he'd b e g i n  to 
r e h e a r s e  a s c e n e  with actors, he insisted an a verbal 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of c h a r a c t e r s ’ moti v a t i o n s ,  histories , lives. 
H e ’d sit hi s  acto rs in a circle for r e a d - t h r o u g h s , st opping  
to d i s c u s s  feelings, r e a s o n s  for d o i n g / s a y i n g  this or that. 
L a t e r  in his life, he did not p e r m i t  readin g or discu s s i n g  
the scenes. Instead, he' d  m i n i m a l l y  d e s c r i b e  a part i c u l a r  
scene, then he'd have the ac tors m o v e  through the a c t i o n  as
they felt it sh oul d go. S t a n i s l a v s k i  and his a d m i r e r s
w o r l d w i d e  c l a i m e d  that the actors  u n d e r s t o o d  their 
c h a r a c t e r s  m o r e  intimately, mor e  naturally, m ore fully.
How p r e s e n t - d a y  s c h o o l s  r e i f y  talk wa s  c a p t u r e d  in Paul 
U i l l i s ' s  (1977) e t h n o g r a p h y  of p oo r wo rk ing cl ass s t u d e n t s  
in England. In L e a r n i n g  to L a b o r , the term leveled by  "the 
lads," or the n o n c o m f o r m i s t s , on "school c o n f o r m i s t s , "  was 
"ear'oles" or "lobes." The term "ear'ole" itself "connotes 
the p a s s i v i t y ...they a r e  al wa ys listening, never doing: 
n ev er  a n i m a t e d  in their own  internal life.... The ear is one
of  the least e x p r e s s i v e  or ga ns of the h u m a n  body: it
r e s p o n d s  to the e x p r e s s i v i t y  of others" <l*t>.
Beseiged by a h i s t o r i c a l  legacy far so- c a l l e d  
homo g e n e o u s ,  a p p r o p r i a t e  c l a s s r o o m  demean or, yet susp ec ting 
that dif f e r e n t  p r a c t i c e s  are ne e d e d  for Mic k and Ed, it
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b e c o m e s  crucia l to ask h o w  Mick's  and Ed's d i f f e r e n t  
m e a n i n g - m a k i n g  p r o c e s s e s  c a n  be h o n o r e d  acr os s language 
learning c o n t e x t s  in the s a m e  classr oom.
I m a g i n a t i v e  A r tifac ts : E x p l o r i n g  R e l a t i o n s h i p s  b e t w e e n  Block 
P l a v  an d  Young W r i t e r s
R a n d y . It is int er es ting to n o t i c e  the s i m i l a r i t i e s  
among R a n d y ' s  b l o c k  product, "A Gara g e "  (see F i g u r e  1 pa ge 
BE), the wo rds h e  uses to d e s c r i b e  the ga rage and how he 
plans it, and the story he is wr it ing about th i s  same time.
R a n d y ' s  b l o c k  s t r u c t u r e  f e a tures  a s i n g l e  re pet i t i v e 
pattern, he talks about it in a repetit iv e, n e a r l y  
"slott ing " fashion: "This i s . . . h e r e ’s ...this is...," and he
cl aim s to plan b oth  his b l o c k  play and his s t o r y  writing.
How m igh t this b l o c k  s t r u c t u r e  c o m p a r e  to his writ i n g  at 
this time?
R a n d y ' s  s i n g l e  work thu s  far is titled Mv Trio to 
P e n n s y l v a n i a , in which t w e n t y - t h r e e  of a total t hirty- fi ve 
pages b e g i n  with “We a r e . . . . "  Se ver al of these pages are 
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W h e n  he  listens to R a n d y ’s st ory, Mick c o m p l a i n s  a b o u t  
the r epetit io n, e v e n  though his o w n  writing s h o w s  fewer 
mecha n i c a l  c o n v e ntions.  W h e n  C hr is as ks R andy  if he k n o w s  
how to c h a n g e  it and he answers, "No," she c o n f i d e s  to m e  
that R a n d y  n ee ds  di rect i n s t r uctio n in this case. I agree.  
But I w o u l d  s p e c u l a t e  that in many classro om s, Ra ndy's  
w ri t i n g  m i g h t  c l a i m  less a t t e n t i o n  th an Mick's and I 
d i s a g r e e  that this should be the case. Sur el y Ra ndy m i g h t  
be on a d e v e l o p m e n t a l  plate au. Hi s block s t r u c t u r e s  s u p p o r t  
this hunch. And not incidentally, h e  varied h i s  s e n t e n c e s  
in his next story, after Chris, Mick, and I g a v e  him
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s p e c i f i c  sugg e s t i o n s .  R e v i s i o n  for first g r a d e r s  like R a n d y  
f r e q u e n t l y  t akes the long v ie w of time: it h a p p e n s  later, 
not on the spot.
Though I am not c o n c e r n e d  wi th R a n d y ' s  writing, 
e s p e c i a l l y  n o w  that I watch him work with b l o c k s  and know 
b e t t e r  how I mi ght  he lp him, I wo uld q u e s t i o n  any who felt 
that Ran d y ' s  grasp of what wr it i n g  can do is m or e advanc ed 
than Mick's, e ven though M i c k ’s is h i g h l y  un c o n v e n t i o n a l  at 
this time.
What Are Good Questions?
I think we f r e q u e n t l y  ask the w r o n g  q u e s t i o n s  of c h i l d r e n ' s  
e a r l y  w r i t t e n  work. C l a i r e  Go lomb (197^) a r g u e s  that to 
ex p e c t  i m i tatio n in c h i l d  dr aw i n g  or s c u l p t i n g  is the wrong 
tack. Lik ewi se , to fix a t e  on the amount and c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y  
of print is the wrong tack: we should look ha r d e r  for 
c o n c e p t s  of sel ec ti on, ab stract io n, and focus. For example, 
R a n d y ' s  work is c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  r e a d a b l e  to an o u t s i d e  
v i s i t o r  to this first grade. N o n e t heless , h e  fails to 
ab s t r a c t  and c r e a t e  a st ory line. He w r i t e s  in a cine ma tic 
fashion, d o c u m e n t i n g  the event s in m e t i c u l o u s  sequence. 
C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  he f r u s t r a t e s  a d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  a u d i e n c e  like 
M i c k  and Chris.
This m a k e s  me wonder: If R a n d y ' s  p u r p o s e  was to write 
an intere st ing pe rsonal narrative, as I b e l i e v e  it w a s — is 
w r i t i n g  that fails to honor the p r i n c i p l e s  of a b s t r a c t i o n  
m o r e  a d v a n c e d  than w r i t i n g  that lacks mecha n i c a l  c o n v e n t i o n s
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bu t  is s o m e h o w  more interesting, m o r e  s e le ct ive, m o r e  story- 
like?
R e t u r n i n g  to R a n d y ' s  c o m m e n t s  on his  b l o c k  co mp osi tion, 
he  s u g g e s t s  that the "they" of h i s  h o u s e / g a r a g e  c o m p o s i t i o n  
do not c o n c e r n  him. Again, c h a r a c t e r s  are ra r e l y  essentia l 
to the ca se s t u d y  boys' plans in e a r l y  com po si ng, in words 
or blocks.
Judy: W ho 's  ‘t h e y 1?
R<*ndy: I d o n ' t  know. Thi s  open s and closes, so does this 
b a c k  .
Now, I leave R a n d y  m o m e n t a r i l y  to c o n s i d e r  how Ed's
b l o c k  work mi ght inform my u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of hi s writing.
Ed be g i n s  to c r i t i q u e  h i s  own f i n i s h e d  wo rk for me (Figure 
11):
Fi gu re  11
HAND-SKETCHED RENDITION OF ED'S FINISHED 'BEST BASE EVER'.
Ed: This i s . ..th is  is on e  o f  the g r e a t e s t  bases I ever did.
Judy: I think it is. Why is it?
Ed: 'Cause. I did hard w o r k  on it.
C o m p a r e  E d ' s  block c o m p o s i t i o n  (F igure  12) to architect 
F ra nk  Ge hry's  model for the Walt D i s n e y  P h i l h a r m o n i c  Concert 
Hall to be built in Los A n g e l e s  over the next thre e years 
(M o n i t o r . D e c . 16,1988, 23).
F i g u r e  12 
P R O F E S S I O N A L  A R C H I T E C T ' S  MODEL.
Block h i s t o r i a n s  and a r c h i t e c t s  a l i k e  de light  in 
d e c i f e r i n g  the r o l e  blocks pl ay ed in F ra nk  Lloyd Wright's
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co m p o s i n g  proces ses. In his a u t o b i o g r a p h y ,  Wright r e c a l l s  
the gift of  blocks g i v e n  to hi m  as a yo ung child by h i s  
m o t h e r :
CThel small int erior world o f  color a n d  form n o w  came 
w i t h i n  grasp of  small fi nger s.  Colo r and pa ttern, in 
the flat, in the round. S h a p e s  that lay hidden  behind 
the a p p e a r a n c e  all about.... Here w a s  somethin g for 
i n v e n t i o n  to seize, and u s e  to cre ate.. ..  I s oon became 
s u s c e p t i b l e  to c o n s t r u c t i v e  pattern e v o l v i n g  in 
e v e r y t h i n g  I saw. I learned to ‘s e e 1 this way an d  when 
I did, I did not care to d r a w  casual in cid ent als of 
Nature. 1 w a n t e d  to des i g n  (Provenzo and Brett 1983,
3) .
Similar ly , Albert  E i n s t e i n  w a s  f a s c i n a t e d  by b l o c k s  as 
a young c h i l d  and is sai d  to h a v e  credit ed h i s  Theory of 
R e l a t i v i t y  to his p l a y i n g  with c o n c e p t s  of  time and s p a c e  in 
visual, c h i l d - l i k e  wa ys.
S u r e l y  c a u s e - e f f e c t  claims ar e  fo ol- heart y, yet the 
level of c o n c e n t r a t i o n  visible in the b l o c k  corner l e a d s  me 
to think that s o m e t h i n g  goo d— a n d  n e c e s s a r y — is g oing  on  
with the childr en. And, such o b s e r v a t i o n s  are he lp i n g  me 
u n d e r s t a n d  them as writers.
C h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y ,  Ed p u r s u e d  one w r i t i n g  p r o j e c t  for 
several mo nths, much like he improvised o n  the same topic in 
bl ocks for m o r e  than a year. H i s  principal written w o r k - i n -  
p r o g r e s s  became, by la t e  January, that long story ti tle d,
Th e Color R a c e r s  and t h e  Bool ins Come to L i f e .
E x t r a o r d i n a r y  illustrations, t h ree- pa ge f o l d - o u t  d r a w i n g s  of 
a fierce shark, and a c a v e r n o u s  ribcage w h e r e  the B o g l i n s  
tumbled in fear c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h i s  book (F igu res 13 - 15).
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I L L U S T R A T I O N S  F R O M  E D ' S  C O L O R  RACERS' STORY
Figure 13
"The C olor R a c e r s  got s w a l l o w e d  by a gian t shark."
FGi’im & K
Figure 1^
"I al ways c a r r y  a e x t r a  pair of pepper ."
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F i g u r e  15 
"Those cars t as te  like p e p p e r . "
D 0
W e e c
I told Ed that his st ory reminded m e  of Pino cc hio, and 
J ona h and the Whale. He looked puzzled an d ji-st shrugged. 
W h e n  C hris asked if he wanted to share h i s  f i n i s h e d  book 
wi t h  the class, he shru gg ed again. K n o w i n g  that h e  is not 
shy, we s u s p e c t e d  that in writin g,  like in block building,
Ed is invested in the doing, the intense pursuit o f  an idea 
o ver time, mor e  than the s h a r i n g  of a produc t.
Micks Relationships between Block Play and Writing.
C a n  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  be  found a n d  do they m a t t e r ?  M i c k  
d i s p l a y s  the same f a s c i n a t i o n  wit h m o v i n g  parts in hi s  block 
st r u c t u r e  and on the cover of  h i s  first p u b l i s h e d  book 
(Figure 16). The latter a c t u a l l y  f e a t u r e d  moving p arts  for 
w hich he c o m p o s e d  oral m o m e n t — by- mo me nt action accounts!
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F i g u r e  16
M I C K ' S  C O V E R  TO H I S  F I R S T  P U B L I S H E D  BOOK.
Tanks
Co mp a r e  this book cover with Mick's d e s c r i p t i o n  of and 
actions  s u r r o u n d i n g  his f i n i s h e d  b l o c k  st ruc tur e, "Now watch 
this!" He pl ac es the car on one of the block r u n w a y s  that 
he's built. He m o v e s  the car toward a tr iangle block, 
knocks it down, then the car sl ides d ow n the triangle, over 
ob sta cles, and f i n a l l y  hi t s  a cy l i n d r i c a l  b l o c k  and spins it 
across the rug, "So it b l o w s  up a n y t h i n g  it hit s!" Li ke his 
focus o n  moving p a r t s  in his early writing, hi s storying 
with b l o c k s  is d r i v e n  m or e by  the a c t i o n  he's abl e  to create 
than by a plot.
F o r t y  m i n u t e s  into p l a y  time, it is d e m o l i t i o n  time,
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and ea c h  child d e s t r o y s  h i s  o w n  c r e a t i o n s  wi thout 
h esita ti on. The sh eer  joy of doing d r i v e s  their play.
What Might Plav Patterns/Rhythms Have to do with Writing?
E a r l y  in O c t o b e r  however , I was c o n c e r n e d  about Ed's 
s t o r y w r i t i n g . He  had c o m p l e t e d  on ly three p a g e s  in a st or y 
titled, My V a c a t i o n , and two pa ges of wh at was to become The 
Color R a c e r s . . . . To make matt e r s  m o r e  n e r v e w r a c k i n g , he 
was w r i t i n g  My V a c a t i o n  in a fat c o m p o s i t i o n  not ebook from 
the d r u g s t o r e  and told me that he p l a n n e d  to fill up the 
w h o l e  noteb o o k  with this one  story, and that "It might take 
me all year!" I w a s  tempted to say, "I ho pe not," but by 
the g r a c e  of g o d d e s s  of res earche rs , I ma na g e d  to keep 
q u i e t .
L o o k i n g  back n o w  as I a n a l y z e  E d ' s  c o m p o s i n g  proces ses,  
I recall a d i s c u s s i o n  with hi m  du ring anothe r fre e  ch o i c e  
period e a r l y  in November. Th e  same m e m b e r s  of the block 
bunch w e r e  making things wi t h  the b r i s t l e  blocks, though 
Mick w a s  nearly shut out as he arri ved in the bl ock corn er 
about a m i n u t e  later than Ed and Randy.
Mick: Hey, e v e r y b o d y ' s  u s i n g  up all the things.
Randy: Uell, you  we re n ' t  here.
Mick: Nell, m a y b e  I w a n n a  hav e  some. (Pause.) Randy, are
you ma k i n g  an a i r p l a n e ?
Neit h e r  R a n d y  nor Ed look up fr o m  their work, c h a n g i n g  
p ar ts  around, r e m a k i n g  sectio ns. A long pause:
Randy: Huh?
Mick: Y o u  don't know what y o u ’re ma k i n g  and it turns out to
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be ( ?) .
Ed: Judy, how do you like my tra n s f o r m i n g  jet?
Judy: What is this, Ed?
Ed: It's a je t.. .and it t rans fo rms into ...into a robot.
< He d o e s  th i s .)
Judy: Do you h a v e  a toy like that?
Ed: Y u p ...it c a n  turn into a jet. Watch.
He  tran s f o r m s  the s t r u c t u r e  back to a jet.
Judy: What gav e  you the idea to m ake  these b l o c k s  into
t r a n s f o r m e r s ?
I no tice R a n d y  and Mick c h a tti ng  togethe r like two
little old men s q u a t t i n g  by the w o o d s t o v e  in a rural New
H a m p s h i r e  general store:
Ed: I had it last year. I made the idea last year.
Mick: You like mine, Judy?
Judy: Tell me a b o u t  it, Mick.
Mick then d e s c r i b e s  his p lane that is d e t ai le d and 
symmet r i c a l  in shape, not color, and he m akes sound  effects  
as he speaks.
Mick: It's an a i r p l a n e  and these are the m i s s i l e s  and
he r e ' s  one g u n . , .ma chine g u n ...p t c h e w w w , p t c h e w w w ...(and he 
f lies it around us). Direct  hit, direct  hitl It's 
landing, ptchewww.
Ed: Thi s  is what I call a sky spy (referring to his
st ructu re ). It s p i e s  and it can shoot somebody.
Judy: Interesting. Is there a story that goes with
it ... sort of in your mind w h e n  you wor k with it?
Ed: Not really.
I w i n c e  p r i v a t e l y  as I fight my verbal bias: exp ecting
e v e r y t h i n g  to be a story. By now, I n o t i c e  that Mick and
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R a n d y  are work i n g  at n i n e t y - d e g r e e  a n g l e s  to each other and 
Mick app e a r s  to b e  talking at Randy, includ ing him in his 
st or ying, "Hey, yo u  guys, R a n d y  blew me up! Randy shot me 
do w n  out of the sky. I've bee n  hit!"
Me a n w h i l e  Ed an n o u n c e s  that his jet can b e c o m e  a long­
ne c k e d  jet and h e  sug ge sts that Mick na m e  his p l a n e  "the 
a i r - s h o o t e r ."
No ti ce  the c o n s i s t e n c y  of the boys' work p a t t e r n s  
w i t h i n  the b u i l d i n g  e p i s o d e s  so far. Ed has b een reworkin g 
a transfo rm er s t r u c t u r e  s i n c e  last year, and st a t e s  that his 
w r i t i n g  project m a y  take all this year. He joins in 
c o n v e r s a t i o n  ra rel y, and th is c o n v e r s a t i o n  seems to 
i n f luence others' plans m o r e  than hi s  own. Mick, by 
c o ntra st , chats hi s  way into ideas, and moves, m a k e s  sounds, 
all along the way. Note h o w  he i n c ludes  his p l a y m a t e s  in 
his com posin g ventures, p h y s i c a l l y  by  zooming around  them, 
and verbally, by naming t hem in his story, much like he does 
in h i s  writing. Like Ed, R a n d y  is quiet, as he is during  
w r i t i n g  (he r a r e l y  can be s e e n  away f r o m  his desk), and 
a p p e a r s  content to serve as a co n v e r s a t i o n a l  b a c k d r o p  for 
M i c k ‘s b a n t e r .
C om e No vember,  I o b s e r v e d  Randy, Ed, and Paul, an 
in fre quent m e m b e r  of the b l a c k  bunch, bui lding wit h the 
w o o d e n  blocks o n c e  again. Ed and Paul are c o l l a b o r a t i n g  on 
one structure. R a n d y  a p p e a r s  to be b u i l d i n g  a shape similar
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to the g a r a g e  m e ntio ne d earlier, and makes m o r e  than six 
identical a t t e m p t s  to p l a c e  b l o c k s  into p o s i t i o n s  that are 
not stable. His b u i l d i n g  c o llaps es . Alth o u g h  he is not 
v i s i b l y  fru st ra ted, I am and cannot re fr ain from 
inter ven ing, par t l y  b e c a u s e  this time I do not hav e  the 
vid e o c a m e r a ,  and p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  I'm human.
Judy: Randy, what c o u l d  you do to m a k e  this stronger, so it
wo n ' t  fall?
Randy: No. I did it once. <Like the big bad wolf, Paul
b l o w s  R a n d y ' s  s t r u c t u r e  down!) NO!
Judy: What c a n  you do to ch an ge the s hape to m a k e  it mo re
str ong?
R a n d y  d oes not reply. Re cal l the s t a l e m a t e  in his  "We are" 
story. In that instance, Chris  had asked if h e  knew how  to 
c h a n g e  the r e p e t i t i v e  b e g i n n i n g s  and he did not. Mick, 
s i t t i n g  a c r o s s  from Randy, ve nt ur ed several su gg estions , but 
R a n d y  did not act on these until his  next story. Here in 
the block corner, like Mi ck earlie r, I could not resist 
nu dg i n g  R a n d y ' s  thinki ng so I b e g a n  b u i l d i n g  a block 
s t r u c t u r e  s o m e t h i n g  like his. Paul noticed m i n e  standing 
strong and tall, and said, "Awesome, Judy." R a n d y  looked 
but did not comment, nor did he c h a n g e  his tactics. In both 
media, then, s t o r y i n g  and block building, R a n d y  appear s not 
to a n t i c i p a t e  either the effe c t s  of identical s e n t e n c e  
beginni ng s, or the c o n s e q u e n c e s  of p o s i t i o n i n g  the initial 
b l o c k s  in a structure.
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T he se  are in sta nce s o f  "the t e a cha bl e m o m ent ,"  or of 
R a n d y ' s  "proximal zone of d e v e l o p m e n t , "  to u s e  Vygo ts ky's 
(1978, 86) ter minology. O b s e r v i n g  simila r b e h a v i o r  in m o r e  
than on e  me dium g ave weight to C h r i s ' s  ins tinc ts  with Randy. 
She now felt c o m f o r t a b l e  g i v i n g  e x p l i c i t  s u g g e s t i o n s  to 
R a n d y  for his w r i t t e n  piece.
R et u r n i n g  to the boys, high e m o t i o n s  b e c a m e  visible
wh e n  I asked Paul and Ed to tell me about their joint
c o n s t r u c t  i o n .
Paul: CIt's] a Di sney W o r l d  ride.
Ed: Not a ride. It's a base.
Paul: I say it's a ride. I was h e r e  first. Doesn't look
like an arm base.
Ed: Not an a r m . . . a n  army  base.
Th e play c o n t i n u e s  until Ed c o m p l a i n s  that Paul is not 
s e r i o u s  about their structure:
Ed: Come, on. You'r e pl aying. I'm working.
Paul: It's ok. It's play time.
Ed: No. I'm w o r k i n g . . . s o  we  can fi ni sh b e f o r e  the bell
r i n g s .
Mick: I have a radical idea!
Ed: No. No. I'm not in the mood.
Mick: Can't you take a s u g g e s t i o n ?
E d : N o .
Mick: I don't like you guys.
Ed: Get away.
Paul: Don't c o m e  back here, Mick. I wish no o n e  would c ome
over here. I d o n ' t  mind Judy. She ha s  to be here.
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Judy: W h y  do you h a t e  in t e r r u p t i o n s ?
Paul: 'Cause they'll wreck it.
Ed: Yeah. They k eep on w r e c k i n g  it.
Paul: W h e r e ' d  I p u t  my car. This could be a car wash.
E d : N o .
Paul: W e  ca n each call it what we want to, ok?
Ed: Yeah, sure (spoken in a s a r c a s t i c  manner).
Judy: W ha t do yo u want to call it, Ed?
Ed: A base. (Pause.)
Paul: I gues s it c ould  be called a base. [Judy] Don't
show my mot he r any of this (the p h o t o s  I'm taking).
Judy: Wh y?
Paul: Sh e'l l be laughing away.
Ed: The girls are laughing. They don't like it.
Th e bell rang at this po int and Chris inv ited c h i l d r e n  
to walk around and enjoy w hat o t h e r s  had made.
O n c e  again, I am  struck by E d ' s  pe rs i s t e n c e :  he's 
b ui lding another b a s e  and h e  sees this as h i s  "work." Block 
theorist, Eli z a b e t h  Hirsch  (197^) w o u l d  agree, "Look at 
c h i l d r e n ' s  faces: happy, busy, block b u i l d e r s  b e l i e  the 
s t e r e o t y p e d  image o f  childhood: they don't laugh, they don't 
even s m i l e — they a r e  seri o u s  wo rke rs"  (100). I am struck by 
Ed's c l e a r  p o s i t i o n  of leadershi p in this b l o c k  community, 
no ma tte r who el s e  is part of it at any one time. I'm 
struck as well by M i c k ' s  response , "I d o n ’t like you guys." 
Once ag ain, he u s e s  languag e that f u n c t i o n s  at the ext r e m e
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ends of the love/ control  c o n t i n u u m  (or to use H a l l i d a y ' s  
terms, the i n t e r a c t i o n a l / r e g u l a t o r y  co nti nuum)  w h e n  it c omes  
to r e l ation sh ips.
To See the World in a Brain of Sand: Final Block Episode 
Characterizes Symbolic Signatures
By late fall, the b o y s ’ symboli c s i g n a t u r e s  ar e taking
d i s t i n c t i v e  sh ap es so that the language, art ifactu al , and
r h y thmic f e a t u r e s  of this final "play text" a p p e a r e d  as no
s u r p r i s e  to me as I v i d e o t a p e d  it.
Lat e  one a f t e r n o o n  just be fore T h a n k s g i v i n g ,  Chris
an n o u n c e s  "free cho i c e  time" and three pairs of b o y s — Mick
and Paul, Ed and Danny, and Mark and Eric rush to the block
corner and b e g i n  to select their blocks.
Mick: I d o n ’t want the b r o k e n  one.
Mark: Well, take it, y o u ' r e  not gett i n g  any more. (Mad
s c r a m b l i n g  for b l o c k s  ensues.)
Mick: C o m e  on, you  guys a l r e a d y  h a v e  a lot.
Ed: We ha ve enough.
Mick: I'm telling Ms. Gaudet.
C h i I d : Why?
Mick: Y o u ' v e  got all of 'em. Yo u're not sharing. (Mick
begins to walk a w a y  from the group then stops.) All you
guys h a v e  mor e th an us.
Donny: If you need any, we'll giv e you 'em.
Mick: At least y o u 're b e i n g  nicer than those g u y s
(referring to Eric and Mark).
Meanw h i l e ,  M i c k ’s pa rtner , Paul, is silent ly, busily
b u i l d i n g  a structu re. Ed and Donny are facing  each other
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b u i l d i n g  se par at e st ru ctures,  and Eric an d Mark w ork 
together on one s t r u c t u r e  b e t w e e n  them. Ed p l a c e s  a block 
in a c e r t a i n  p o si ti on, then ch anges  it to another position. 
Then h e  shows D o n n y  some m a r b l e s  and laughs.
E r i c  r e p o s i t i o n s  a b l o c k  that M ar k has placed on their 
st ructure. Mark d oes not object. Eric then asks Ed and 
Donny for a c e r t a i n  block. Donny says sure. Not Ed, "No. 
Nobody c a n  have any more. T h a t ’s it." Ed places a block on 
Do nn y' s structure. Mick d e c i d e s  to b e g i n ,  faces Paul, and 
works o n  a s e p a r a t e  s t r u c t u r e  and says, "I'm mak in g... 
bomber. I'm g on na  go get s o m e  marbles. I'll be right back, 
Paul." Mick p l a c e s  his h a n d s  on his p a r t n e r ' s  s h o u l d e r  as 
he h e a d s  off looking for marbles. Paul g i n g e r l y  p l a c e s  
col ored bl o c k s  o n  hi s  stru c t u r e ,  s o m e t i m e s  using b o t h  hands 
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  to p o s i t i o n  identical it ems on each side.
Mick is still s c a v e n g i n g  m a r b l e s  from t h e  c l a s s r o o m 
supplies. Ed is talking soft ly, "Stick 'em up."
Then, un l i k e  R a n d y  in the earlier episod e, Ed holds two 
blocks up before h i m  and a p p e a r s  to e s t i m a t e  if the triangle 
will s u p p o r t  the r e c t a n g l e  b e f o r e  he s e t s  the two pi eces 
into h i s  structure. He p l a c e s  them m o m e nt ar il y, m a k e s  sound 
effects, then r e m o v e s  them, trying a ga in to fit the triangle 
into h i s  st r u c t u r e  to his satisfac tion. Nothing works, and 
he d e s t r o y s  the top section. Then he a d d s  a block to 
Don ny's structure, and re tu r n s  his a t t e n t i o n  to his own.
M ark is trying to c o n v i n c e  Eric that a ce rt ain block
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won't fit into a c e r t a i n  place, but Eric disagre es. Mick, 
in th e  m e a n t i m e  d i r e c t s  much c o n v e r s t a t i o n  toward s Paul, who 
is g e n e r a l l y  quiet as h e  builds: "(To Paul) Can we keep our 
b o m b s ?  W here do we keep the bo mb s?" The talk b e t w e e n  Ed 
and D o n n y  pick s up on the topic of "bombs": "(To Donny) Hey, 
we c a n  s t e a l . . .bombs and we can put it over here."
D o n n y  tests "shooting" h i s  b o m b s  out of his st ructure, and 
so d o e s  Eric, who m a n a g e s  to send som e  m a r b l e - b o m b s  flying 
f ro m  his  structure:
Ed: H o l y  commolly!
Mick: Come on, Mark, we  r e a l l y  need one  of those [marbles!.
I'll g ive you two far that.
Ed: No fair.
N o t e  how  Ed p icks up on  the issue of f a i r n e s s  even
th ough Mick is s p e a k i n g  to Mark. Meanw hile, Mick has found
a m a r b l e  and is d r o p p i n g  it into Paul's  structu re, to which
Mick ha s added a few parts. He d r o p s  the m a r b l e  in, w a t c h e s
it roll out, and a c c i d e n t a l l y  tip over on e block. Paul
re ac ts , "Hey!" Paul r e p o s i t i o n s  the block that Mick 's
"bomb" has upset.
Paul: M i c k . . . d o n ' t  do it.
Mick: I didn't bomb it. The bad gu ys bombe d it...I'm
tel 1 i n g .
Paul: What?
Mick: You said, 'shut up.'
P a u l : Did n o t .
Mark: See, you just said it.
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Mick: Yo u stay out if it, k n u c k l e - b r a i n .
I will q u i c k l y  s u m m a r i z e  the re m a i n i n g  talk and a c t i o n  
of this episode, o n  the g a m b l e  that the flavor of the play 
event lin gers in this ex cer pt.  P a r t n e r s  Ed and Donny 
c o n t i n u e  to build, talking now and then but seem o b l i v i o u s 
to the talk that s u r r o u n d s  them. P a r t n e r s  Ma rk and Eric 
tussle with Mick ve rbally, and Mark and Paul e ve n c o n s i d e r  
tr ad in g Indian s u n b u r n s — twist in g of arm s k i n — but d e c i d e  
ag ai n s t  that idea at least for the time being. Sh or t l y  
after this incident, however, Mick n e g o t i a t e s  with the Mark 
and Eric team for m a r b l e s  as if no d i s a g r e e m e n t  ever 
existed, and Mick a p p r o a c h e s  the D on ny  and Ed team for 
b l o c k s  of ce rt a i n  shapes.
Ed, on the o ther  hand, c o n c e n t r a t e s  o n  hi s  structure, 
which, again, he n a m e s  as "a block base," and he even sc ol ds 
D onny for c h a ng in g a block, " D o n 1t ... n o ... leave it to me." 
Li ke wise , he w arns  Eric, "And do n't walk ov er he re again," 
as he p e e r s  intent ly at hi s  work wi thout m o v i n g  from his 
s q u a t t i n g  p o s i t i o n  on the rug. He m a i n t a i n s  this fo cus 
until he o v e r h e a r s  Eric s a y i n g  a "bad word" and it ap pe a r s  
that he thinks Mick is being f a l s e l y  accused. It is at this 
point that Mick c o n f r o n t s  Ed by facing him, pl acing  his 
h an ds  on E d's shou lders , and asking, "Ed, did I say a ba d 
word?" Ed says, "He did," r e f e r r i n g  to Eric. Then Ed 
s t a n d s  up, says, "T ha t's it," p ut s his h a n d s  in his p o c k e t s  
and w a l k s  away f ro m the g r o u p  toward Chris.
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F r o m  across the room, C h r i s  has w a t c h e d  this b u s i n e s s
brewi ng,  and she f o l l o w s  Ed back to the group.
Mick: I didn't h a v e  a n y thi ng  to do with it.
Ed: UJell, you joined. You di dn't have to join in.
Mick: Ulell, you di d n ' t  have an ything  to do with it. It was
none of you r busi ness, Ed. kle weren't doing a n y th in g to 
you. It was no ne of  your busine ss.
Ed: Just he aring  it both e r s  me.
Mick: UJell, you sh o u l d  of told us.
So e n d s  this p o r t i o n  of the block e p i s o d e  save for the
f o l l o w i n g  p l a i n t i v e  cry from Mick:
Mick: C o m e  on you guys. Ca n  we just be f r i e n d s ...forg et
about the w a r ? . . . I ' m  sick and tired of the war. I'm sick 
and tired of war b u s i n e s s . . .You guys can fight all you want 
against us, but w e ' r e  not f i g h t i n g  against you.
T h e n  Mick w a l k s  up to ea ch boy in the block b u n c h  and
asks him, face to face, if he w an ts  to end the war. Mark
a dm it s that he's fight i n g  o n l y  bec a u s e  he d o e s n ' t  want Mick
and o t h e r s  to steal their stuff. Mick a g r e e s  that n o b o d y
will steal things, and he then atte mpts to join Mark and
Eric in their pr oje ct,  mov ing betwee n his o w n  and theirs,
i nc luding their to pic  into his  own. Soon, Mark, Eric, and
Mick ar e  zooming c a r s  in and ar ound a c o m m o n  stru cture,  as
laughter p u n c t u a t e s  their m a c h i n e - l i k e  s oun d effects.
B e c a u s e  the end of play  time sneaks up on me, I only
have time to ask Ed about his work:
Ed: It's a b a s e . . . t h i s  is w h e r e  we p lace  the bombs.
Judy: Is it a good one?
Ed: Y u p .
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Judy: Wh a t  makes it good?
Ed: L o t s  of detail.
Judy: A r e  de ta i l s  in a b l o c k  base like d e t a i l s  in a story?
Ed: No.
Judy: W h a t  do you mean?
Ed: W el l, this o n e  has deta il  in the base b e c a u s e  we put
special things  in it.
As he s h o w e d  me h o w  his b o m b - p r o o f  s t r u c t u r e  could hide 
ships, th e  bell ra n g  to end fr ee choice, and D onny suggests, 
"Hey, l e t ' s  play war, now, Ed." Ed be g i n s  to knock d o w n  
parts of hi s p a r t n e r ' s  s t r u c t u r e  but D on ny s t o p s  him, "No. 
I'll tak e  'em o f f  mi ne and yo u take 'em o f f . . . o f f  yours."
So a s  each c h i l d  d e m o l i s h e s  his ow n s t r u c t u r e  I 
overhear Ed saying, "Pow, pow, pow. I blew up all the bad 
guys," a n d  Eric saying, "If a bad g uys comes through 
h e r e . . . i t  sh oot s a r r o w s . . . , "  and Mark saying, "It has all 
secret p a s s e s  in it, and...."
N o t e  that e v e n  when the boys do name t o p i c s  in block
play, the e m p h a s i s  is on action, archetypal "bad guys"
devoid o f  ap pa rent m o t i v a t i o n ,  and that d e t a i l s  are 
c o n n e c t e d  to f e a t u r e s  of things, str uctures, m o v a b l e  parts, 
not plot or story in a c o n v e n t i o n a l  sense. T h i s  soun ds 
familiar to their c o m p o s i n g  s t r a t e g i e s  in writing .
T h e s e  block p l a y  e p is od es, taken together, help shed 
light on the case study c h i l d r e n ' s  m e a n i n g - m a k i n g  p a t t e r n s  
across o t h e r  li teracy c o nte xt s. Clearly, c o n n e c t i o n s  to
115
li teracy a r e  be g i n n i n g  to take shape: Ed n e e d s  time and 
r e l a t i v e l y  little in te ra c t i o n  to p u r s u e  long-te rm projects, 
Mic k  needs to move a m o n g  many re s o u r c e s  incl uding p e o p l e  and 
things, and R an dy n e e d s  ex pli cit  d e m o n s t r a t i o n s  to n u d g e  him
forw a r d  in writ i n g  (and blocks).
Me an i n g  S y s t e m s  
At this point in the discu ssion, I c i r c l e  back to the 
linguistic a s p e c t s  of language fun c t i o n s  by inte rpteting  
talk in terms  of socio-1 inguistic f u n c t i o n s — the "how we 
mean" as o p p o s e d  to the r e f e r re ntial or literal m e a n i n g s —  
the “what we  mean." The r a t i o n a l e  for looking at languag e 
in this w a y  is "not that it e n a b l e s  us to e n u m e r a t e  and 
c l a s s i f y  the f u n c t i o n s  of speech acts, but that it p r o v i d e s  
a b as is for e x p l a i n i n g  the na ture of the la ngu a g e  system, 
s i n c e  the s y s t e m  itself re flects the f u n c t i o n s  that it has 
evol v e d  to serve" (Halliday 1973, 57-58).
To take play s e r i o u s l y  for literacy learning is no
joke. Now I am c o n f r o n t e d  with these issues:
* The w a y s  that c hi ld  is learni ng "how to mean" in the
d i f f e r e n t  c l a s s r o o m  communit ies.
* That all these wa y s  of m e a n i n g - m a k i n g — linguistic,
a r t i f actu al , work patterns, and m a r e — ar e  on going  
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  and transac tionally.
* That it is t r a n s a c t i v e  s y s t e m s  that need c o n c e r n  any
lit er ac y study.
* That the chi l d ' s  work is e n o r m o u s  and vi ta l l y  dep endent
on the en vi ronment .
Michael H a l l i d a y  (1975) said it best:
Let me ma ke clear that I am not ta lk ing about how
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the c h i l d  learns language, but how h e  exploi ts 
l a n g u a g e  (in the co u r s e  of learning it to be sure) 
in th e  learning of other t h i n g s — in the learning 
of th e  culture, in fact. U e  need to s ta rt p e r h a p s  
from the notion o f  a social s e m i o t i c — of the 
c u l t u r e  as a s e m i o t i c  sy stem, or s y s t e m  of 
i n f o r m a t i o n — the  latter ter m  is p e r h a p s  more 
fam i l i a r ,  but I shall av oid it b e c a u s e  it s u g gests 
a s u b j e c t i v e  or 'intra-organism' a p p r o a c h  (the 
c u l t u r e  as 'what the member  KNOUiS' ) w h e r e a s  I w ant 
to a d o p t  an o b j e c t i v e  or ‘i n t e r o r g a n i s m ' approach, 
in t e r m s  of the m e a n i n g - p o t e n t i a l  c a r r i e d  by the 
c u l t u r e  (and t h e r e f o r e  wha t  the me m b e r  CAN MEAN, 
r a t h e r  than what h e  knows). Somehow or other, the 
c hild learns the mea ning s y s t e m s  of th e  culture, 
he d e v e l o p s  a s o c i a l  s e mio ti c, and in the pr ocess 
b e c o m e s  a member  of the s p e c i e s  'social man' (9).
In thi s  same sp ir i t ,  I c o n c e i v e  of 'literacy' in
e x p a n s i v e  ways, b e c a u s e  I agree with the p a r a d o x  J a m e s  Gee
(1988) s t a t e s  so c o nc isely:
One h a s  to e i t h e r  define literac y q u i t e  narrow ly 
as the abi lity to de cod e (and encode) writing or 
one h a s  to d e f i n e  it in suc h  a way that reading 
and w r i t i n g  do no t play a p r i v i l e g e d  r o l e  in the 
de fin ition. If w e  demand in our view of literacy 
that p e o p l e  u n d e r s t a n d  what they read, then we 
p e r f o r c e  include in our v i e w  of l i t eracy the 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  p e o p l e  g iv e to the text. But this 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  is always  d o n e  in terms of some 
d i s c o u r s e  system. And th is di s c o u r s e  system will 
h a r d l y  ever be o n e  that is res tr ic ted to use with 
w r i t t e n  language. Rather, it will b e  used to 
e n c o d e  and d e c o d e  oral l a n g u a g e  and e v e n t s  in the 
real wo rld as wel l (37).
B e c a u s e  this p a r t i c u l a r  c l a s s r o o m  o f f e r s  free p l a y  time 
an d  many c r e a t i v e  a r t s  media as "texts", in H allid ay 's  
terms, it ex te n d s  v a r i o u s  "me an ing po t e n t i a l s "  for c h i l d r e n  
(and l i t e r a c y  r e s e a r c h e r s !). S i m p l y  put, a child's mean i n g  
potential is highly d e p e n d e n t  u p o n  the p o t e n t i a l  s/he 
derives f r o m  the so cial system. If one a c c e p t s  this,
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a t t e n t i o n  n e c e s s a r i l y  b e l o n g s  less o n  s o -calle d "native wit" 
or e v e n  "in tell igenc e"  an d  more on the social struct ure. It 
is not e n o u g h  to ask "What can this child do h e r e ? "  The 
be t t e r  q u e s t i o n s  become, "How ma ny w a y s  does this 
e n v i r o n m e n t  invite the c h i l d  to e x p r e s s  m ea ni ng?", "How m a n y  
e n t r y  p o i n t s  into verbal literacy a r e  validated  here?"
A  C l o s e r  L o o k  at L i n g u i s t i c  Level s o f  Me aning 
Th e  e p i s o d e  a b o v e  w her e Mi c k  pl eads for an end to the war 
p r o v i d e s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  f e r t i l e  da ta for a c o m b i n e d  a n a ly sis 
of the m o r e  obvi o u s  literal use of w o r d s  and their more 
s u b t l e  func tional  u s e s — to see if an d / o r  how th ey reflect 
o n e  an ot h e r  and what this might mean.
In the full t ranscr ip t of this p lay  epis od e, nearly 
o n e - t h i r d  of M i c k ’s s t a t e m e n t s  f u n c t i o n  as q u estio ns . His 
se co nd  most fr equen t l a n g u a g e  f u n c t i o n  is of the 
"control 1 i n g / d i s v a l i d a t i n g "  kind w h e r e  Mick d i s a g r e e d  with 
ot h e r s  w h i l e  at the sam e  time tried to gain t heir support. 
The f r e q u e n c y  of these f u n c t i o n s  m i g h t  suggest that Mick 
does not e n j o y  a high s t a t u s  in this com m u n i t y  in that he 
needs to ask lots of quest i o n s ,  still he c o n f r o n t s  pe opl e a 
lot. What, then, might b e  s a t i s f y i n g  to him? Recall that 
he is a "block bunch r e g ular. "
One n eeds to ask the question, "What is M i c k  making 
here?" It's r e a s o n a b l y  s a f e  to p a y  little a t t e n t i o n  to his 
block s t r u c t u r e s  in this ep isode b e c a u s e  he h i m s e l f  a p p e a r s  
m i n i m a l l y  invested in them. Instead, I will tur n  to the
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talk, pa y i n g  c l o s e  a t t e n t i o n  to M i c k ' s  ques t i o n s ,  asking 
w hat  they s u g g e s t  about his purpose s, what m e a n i n g  pot en tial 
he  "reads" in the context. In other words, w hat can we say 
he is trying to do/m ak e? How is he using l a n g u a g e  to do it? 
and H o w  can/d o othe rs  he lp him h er e?
E t h n o g r a p h i c  a n t e n n a e  are not p r e r e q u i s i t e s  for 
e x a m i n i n g  the literal level of m e a n i n g  ma kin g going on with 
M ick  in the e p i s o d e  w h e r e  he is a c c u s e d  of c a l l i n g  s o m e o n e  a 
bad name! In an swer to What is Mi c k  making h e r e ?  I'd say, 
friends. At least, he's trying to.
Learning How to Make a Friend
Initially, Mick a p p e a r s  to a l i e n a t e  every m e m b e r  of the 
bunch, eve n his  ow n partner. Pa ra doxica ll y, however, Mi ck 
al so m a n a g e s  to a lign  h i m s e l f  in s o m e  f a s h i o n — either 
v e r b a l l y  or p h y s i c a l l y — with ever y member of the group! For 
example, he s a y s  to his  partner, "I'll be r i g h t  back," and 
he pl a c e s  his han d on the p a r t n e r ' s  back as h e  h e a d s  o f f  to 
get mo r e  m a r b l e s  for bombs. A s e c o n d  time, M i c k  uses 
phy sical  touch w h e n  he pl a c e s  his h a n d s  on E d ’s s h oulde rs  
and e x p l a i n s  the a l l e d g e d l y  false acc usation. Later, M ic k 
a n n o u n c e s  to the group, "We're not going to f i g h t  on you," 
and a t t e m p t s  to rebuild a tower that he knoc k e d  over that 
b e l o n g e d  to Eric and Mark. Finally, he pleads, "Come on, 
you guys, can we  just be friends ? Forget a b o u t  the 
w a r ? . . . I ' m  sick and tired of the war."
Inter est ingly, at this point, he is s e p a r a t e d
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p h y s i c a l l y  from the block bunch, and is outs i d e  the circle 
of  play. In a real sense, his physical p o s i t i o n  suggests 
his social  one. So three in dicators p o i n t  to h i s  si t u a t i o n 
as "o utsider" in a sense: the fun ct io nal a n a l y s i s  of his 
talk, the literal meanings , and his actu al  phy sical p o s i t i o n  
in the b l o c k  community.
Soon, however, he c h a r g e s  back into action ask ing Eric 
and Mark, "Do you want to end the war?" Then he re turns to 
b u i l d i n g  with his partner, and a n n o u n c e s  to the group, "You 
guys c a n  fight all you want against us, but w e ' r e  not 
f i g h t i n g  aga inst you." By the end of the episode , Mick and 
Chris a g r e e  that he ow es his par tner ap ologies, and soon 
after t h e s e  are paid, Mick c a v o r t s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  w i t h  his 
partner, and with Eric, Mark, and Ed. Thus, he h a s  
t e m p o r a r i l y  ma na ged to wo rk out, with a little h e l p  from h i s  
friends short and tall, how  far he can go in w o r d s  and 
deeds, w h a t  will pas s  mu ster wi t h i n  this c o mm unity.  A 
beginning . (I m ig ht  add that by early Janu a r y  M i c k  was 
h a n d l i n g  con flict in the b l o c k  corner w i t h  even le ss teacher 
intervent i o n . )
Mick is like a little bee, s c a v e n g i n g  for ho ney, only 
to find h i m s e l f  in stic ky  s i t u a t i o n s  often.  That f r ie nd ship  
was h e a v y  on Mi c k ' s  mind g r e w  clearer o n c e  I e x a m i n e d  the 
three i nd icator s m e n t i o n e d  above:, the literal r e f e r e n c e s  to 
friends, the par ad ox ical l o v e / c o n t r o 1/ d i s 1 ike f u n c t i o n s  that 
d o m i n a t e d  his talk, and hi s physical a c t i v i t y  d u r i n g  block
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play.
T h e  most ta ngible c l u e  lay in his A bo ut the A u t h o r  pa ge 
at t h e  end of h i s  All A b o u t  Army book (Figure 17).
Figure 17
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I am s i x  y e a r s  a l e 1.
My f c v o r i t e  c o l o r s  ore  b l u e ,  
o r a n g e ,  g r e e n ,  b l a c k  and g r a y .  
My f r i e n d s  a r e  m o s t l y  in t h i s  
s c h o o l .
A d d  to t h i s  the two pages f r o m  his s c i e n c e  journal 
w r i t t e n  during this s a m e  time (F igu res  18-19). Th e first 
page reads, "I e s p e c i a l l y  like R o t t e n  Jack, my friend.
No kidding. H e  smells."
Fi gure 18
121
As R o t t e n  Jack de te r i o r a t e d ,  Mick w r o t e  the next page, "I 
ha t e  R o t t e n  Jack. He's peeing. He  is puking. He smells."
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Add too M i c k ' s  r e s p o n s e s  to the q u e s t i o n s  a sked in 
individual s e l f - e v a l u a t i o n  rea d i n g  and wr it in g interviews of 
e v e r y  first gr ad er at the end of each gr ading period.
Though many c h i l d r e n  had s i m i l a r  responses, the fr iend theme 
a p p e a r s  mo r e  f r e q u e n t l y  and s e e m s  to m e a n  mor e to Mick. I 
did the wr it in g interview, and Ch ris did the one for re ading 
this p a r t i c u l a r  November.
W R I T I N G
Judy: What can you do now as a writer that you couldn't do
in the b e g i n n i n g  of  the ye ar?
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Mick: I can learn how to d r a w  th ings better, like my
tankers. I can s h a r e  with a friend. I can collabo ra te. I 
can g e t  p u b l i s h e d  books.
Judy: Wh a t ' s  s o m e t h i n g  y o u  do well?
Mick: I learned ho w  to d r a w  better pictures. M y  friends
teach me, Paul. I learned h o w  to w r i t e  words.
Judy: What do y o u  plan to learn next ?
Mick: Be ats the h e c k . . . ( t h e n  he told me to s c r a t c h  that
out!) I want to learn h o w  to draw p l a n e s  be tter , the on es
with w i n g s  g oi ng back.
Judy: H o w  do y o u  plan to do it? Who can help you?
Mick: Paul c o u l d  teach me.
RE ADING
Chris: What c a n  you do n o w  as a r e a d e r  that y o u  couldn't
do in the b e g i n n i n g  of the year?
Mick: I c a n . . . I learned to help fr iends, s h a r i n g  with them,
co nfe renc es . I ne ver  u se d to go to the  l i st ening center but 
I learned that it helps y o u  out. I couldn't  r e a d  at all and 
now I can.
Chris: What's s o m e t h i n g  y o u  do wel l?
M i c k : I read a lot !
Chris: What do y o u  want to learn n ext?
Mick: L ea rn h o w  to make crafts. To share w i t h  more kids
than just one or two.
Chris: How do y o u  plan to do it? Who can help you?
Mick: I'll get a bunch o f  kids who a r e  not reading. I'll
tell t h e m  to get their b o o k s  and c o m e  over and share.
In January, Mick inc lu ded his f r i e n d  Mark in a two p a g e  
story titled, S o c c e r . T h e  text is re pr o d u c e d  b e l o w  (Figures 
20 - 21). The f i r s t  pa g e  reads, "Soccer. It w a s  fun. M ar k
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and I Mas tri pped f rom  our," and the second pag e  reads, 
" s h o e l a c e s  'cause they alw ays got tangled."
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When he shared his book F o o t b a l 1 . so m e  c h i ldren 
c h a l l e n g e d  the o u t r a g e o u s  winn i n g  score. He  then ag r e e d  
that "that part was fict ion." He is e x p e r i m e n t i n g  with the 
b o u n d a r i e s  of p l a u s i b i l i t y  and a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  in this 
li te ra te community.
The Whole Child, the Whole Day
Inte r w o v e n  b e t w e e n  the a bo ve  episod es,  the a s s ista nt  
p r inci pa l d e n i e s  Hick r e c e s s  twice e a r l y  in □c tob er  beca u s e  
he fi g h t s  an the bus and in the s ch oolyar d.  His mo t h e r  
tells me that he is h a v i n g  tr oub le  with f r i e n d s  in his 
n e i g h b o r h o o d  and at hi s  bus stop. And though  ea r t h y  
la n gua ge  about R o t t e n  Jack is tolera te d in the cl ass roo m,  
la n gua ge  a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  on the p l a y g r o u n d  b e c o m e s  a pro b l e m  
for Mick. Finally, in March, the p r inc ip al noti c e s  him 
lingering o u t s i d e  the school p s y c h o l o g i s t ' s  offic e and this 
pri n c i p a l  ki ndly shared this c o n v e r s a t i o n  wi th me.
She asked if s h e  co uld  help him. Mick wanted her to 
wr i t e  a not e  to the psych o l o g i s t ,  "bec ause I don't w r i t e  so 
fast. Tell her T u e s d a y s  are good for me." So, true to his 
e c l e c t i c  style, he sought  out the r e s o u r c e s  he needed. 
Indeed, this s i t u a t i o n  w a s  a first for the ps ych o l o g i s t ,  
b e c a u s e  later she cam e to Chri s and asked, "Who sh all I say 
m a d e  the ref er ral?" C h r i s  called it like it was, as usual, 
and replied, "Self." And I recall more than one time when 
Mick sided next to me to admit that "I had a little trouble 
today, Judy. No big deal."
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To add to the p i c t u r e ,  his mother  M a s  c o n ce rned with 
the v i o l e n c e  in his w r i tin g,  and r e q u e s t e d  that C h r i s  forbid 
it. Just as  hi s  mo t h e r  b e l i e v e d  that a p p r o p r i a t e  school 
c lot hes, not sweatsu it s, "are a m e s s a g e . . . i f  his beh avior 
di s i n t e g r a t e s ,  h e ’ll b e  go ing to school in a nec kt ie ," she 
w a n t e d  Mick to c o n c e n t r a t e  on w r i t i n g  neatly, about n o n ­
v i o l e n t  topics. B e c a u s e  she b e l i e v e d  that Mick c o u l d  do 
m u c h  more, m u c h  neater  work in writing, s h e  asked C h r i s  to
" come dow n h a r d  on him."
Whe n C h r i s  asked a bout M i c k ' s  a t - h o m e  play habits, his
m o m  m e n t i o n e d  that he had wa tc he d Too G u n  since he w a s
e i g h t e e n  m o n t h s  old, though  he di d  not o w n  Nin te ndo games. 
S h e  m e n t i o n e d  to me that his fath er  f r e q u e n t l y  c h a l l e n g e d  
M i c k  to f i g u r e  out the truth or fa lsi ty o f  things h i s  dad 
said. "It's just his way."
So, I b e g a n  to c o n s i d e r  the c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  Mick's 
fu nct i o n a l  u s e s  of l a n g u a g e — the high in cidence of 
d i s v a l i d a t i n g  re marks said by or to h i m — and  his p o s i t i o n  in 
t h e  block bunch.  It a p p e a r e d  that he was simply a c t i n g  out 
"w ays  with words" le arned  at home.
C l e a r l y  it is not a t e a ch er's place to judge fa m i l y  
d i s c o u r s e  styles. But if these p a t t e r n s  b e c o m e  p r o b l e m a t i c  
for the c h i l d  in and ar o u n d  the clas sroom , the te ac h e r  and 
the child nee d  a p p r o p r i a t e  wa ys to respon d. In a nutshell, 
at the literal level M i c k  was testin g the limits of 
a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  and p l a u s i b i l i t y ,  while at the fu nctional
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level, h e  f r e q u e n t l y  sent m i x e d  m e s s a g e s  and s a b otaged his 
best intentions. Mic k was g e n u i n e l y  c o n f u s e d  a b o u t  "how to 
mean"— e s p e c i a l l y  h o w  to m a k e  f r i e n d s — in these new social 
s e t t i n g s .
L i k e  the m i n o r i t y  s t u d e n t  whose p r i m a r y  d i s c o u r s e  is 
d if ferent,  not defic i e n t ,  f r o m  m a i n s t r e a m  di sco urs e, Mick 
de serve s to be ta u g h t  that d i s c o u r s e  c o n v e n t i o n s  are like 
co stume s that on e  d o n s  a c c o r d i n g  to the occasi on. (See Gee, 
1987.) Mi ck and c h i l d r e n  like him n e e d  to be s p e c i f i c a l l y  
taught that l a n g u a g e  comes in many styles, that these ef fect  
people d i f f e r e n t l y ,  and that styles a r e  not n e c e s s a r i l y  
intercha ng eable a m o n g  co ntexts.
In d e f e r e n c e  to Mick's  mother, C h r i s  in stituted the 
"new r e g i m e , "  and c a m e  d o w n  harder  o n  Mick  for th ree w ee ks  
in the m i d d l e  of April. T h e  initial re su l t s  of this regi me  
included neater w o r k  an d — a bo ok p r i n t e d  in m i r r o r  image—  
the f i r s t  of its kind for M i c k  but an e m b a r r a s s i n g  
"accident" for him. Parts o f  this b o o k  are p h o t o c o p i e d  
below (F igure s 2 2  - 2^):
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"I like space mou nta in . Y o u  go fast."
V
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"P eo pl e want to p u k e  I think. I get pu lled do wn. "
VTou
# i t  Of u S o f  
lufl fat i
viod :
I am not a l a r m e d  by this book. But it d oe s illust rate
h o w  much work w r i t i n g  is for him and ho w  ina pprop ri ate
"coming down ha rde r" is. M o r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,
this book shows the dynamic nature of Mick's meaning- 
making systems, and how separating them artificially 
can wreck havoc.
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I have to ask, too, what is literacy for**-to be neat and 
t e c h n i c a l l y  correct, or to be free to e x p l o r e  m e a n i n g s  in a 
c o m m u n i t y  o f  fellow meaning makers?
I w o u l d  agree that the i ns eparab le  issue of friends/ 
a p p r o p r i a t e  language is an e m e r g e n c y  theme for Mick, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  in this c l a s s r o o m  that r e s t s  on the social 
n e g o t i a t i o n  of meaning . I'd go one m o r e  step and c la im  that 
they c o n s t i t u t e  his first g r a d e  curricu lum. They are his 
" b a s i c s . "
As C h r i s  so w i s e l y  admits, "All f irs t g r a d e r s  come to
school to m a k e  friends. T h e y  learn to read and w r i t e  on the
side!" But, for Mick, the friends' issue is o v e r w h e l m i n g l y
first. R a p h a e l a  B es t (1983) found d i s t u r b i n g  c o n n e c t i o n s
be tw e e n  p e e r  group and a c a d e m i c  perfor mance:
Am ong the f i r s t -  and s e c o n d - g r a d e r s  it seemed  that 
r e a d i n g  ab ility has b e e n  a factor in d e t e r m i n i n g  a 
b o y ' s  p o p u l a r i t y  with h i s  peer group. In the third 
grade, high r e a d i n g  a b i l i t y  seemed to be not so much a 
p r e r e q u i s i t e  for peer g r o u p  a c c e p t a n c e  as a c o n s e q u e n c e 
( )  .
[and that peer i n fluen ce  on boys' aca de mic ac hievem en t] 
re ads  like a p u b l i c  h e a l t h  warning: the ma cho role that
the m a l e  world imposes o n  small b o y s  by way of their
p e e r s  is d a n g e r o u s  to theii e m o t i o n a l — health . It
i mp o s e s  s t r e s s e s  on them that s i x - t o - e i g h t - y e a r - o I d  
bo ys a r e  not r e a d y  for (vii).
T h o u g h  I would be  naive to hope that all c h i l d r e n  fit 
into "the" popula r group, I think it is imp erative for the 
c l a s s r o o m  to p r o v i d e  var ious c o m m u n i t i e s  so that all 
chi ld re n c a n  find s o m e  l egi ti mate g r o u p s  to be p o p u l a r  in.
I would a l s o  hope that c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s k i l l s  flo w e r i n g  in a
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bl ock  c o r n e r  would co unt tow ar ds that c h i l d ' s  official 
li terate pr ogr ess .
So, I wo uld ar gue that for Mick, time at blocks is free 
of c e r t a i n  school d e m a n d s  yet still s a f e l y  struc t u r e d  so he 
c an work on  mean i n g  making, take risks, fail, without  too 
mu ch freedom, visibi lity,  or vul nera bilit y.
Distinct Symbolic Signatures
In c o n s i d e r i n g  the c u m m u l a t i v e  play texts, the ca se study 
c h i l d r e n ' s  s y m bol ic  s i g n a t u r e s  can be b r i e f l y  d e s cr ib ed by 
now. In b lock  play  and writing, Mick n e e d s  lots of social 
in t e r a c t i o n  and physical mobility, f r e q u e n t  and safe times 
and pla c e s  to exp er i m e n t  with language and re cei ve helpful 
feedback, and o p p o r t u n i t e s  to improvi se with inventive 
r e s o u r c e s .
Ed a p p e a r s  less complex . He has e s t a b l i s h e d  his 
lea de rs hip in the block bunch, so need not c o n c e n t r a t e  his 
e n e r g i e s  on ma kin g friends. Instead, he can f oc us on his 
c om p o s i n g  in wr it ing or blacks. Interestingly, a tally of 
the langua ge f u n c t i o n s  he us es most r e f l e c t s  a high 
p e r c e n t a g e  of r e g u l a t o r y / c o n t r o l  1ing fu nctions, but they 
co m e  ac r o s s  as d efiniti ve , not c o n f r o n tation al . In the 
bl ock b u n c h  at least, he is the leader. His sym bolic 
s i g n a t u r e  at play and in wr it i n g  s u g g e s t s  that he is highly 
visual as he c o m p o s e s  and ne eds r e l a t i v e  quiet and long-term 
p r o j e c t s  to f u n c t i o n  best.
K no wing these th ings is not wit hout its pitfalls,
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however. C h r i s  needed to tape a time s c h e d u l e  on Ed's desk 
mi d- w a y  into the Boglins' s t o r y  b e c a u s e  Ed b e c a m e  m i n i m a l l y  
p r o d u c t i v e  for days at a time. With the sch edu le , he 
p r o u d l y  p r o d u c e d  b e t w e e n  one to two pages a day, a mi l e s t o n e  
for a child who cl ung  to a f a v o r i t e  blue pencil for the 
first few m o n t h s  of first grade, because, "It w r i t e s  fast.
I need to w r i t e  fast." Fast is a m i x e d  blessing,  I'd say,
w h e n  ap plied to a child like Ed.
And Ran d y ?  His b e h a v i o r  in b lock play is what I 
imagined blo ck  play w ould be wh en I decided to look at it: 
it is "time out for play!" R andy a p p e a r s  c o n t e n t  to dabble, 
to chat, to listen; he a p p e a r s  to e njoy  f r e e d o m  from 
a c a de mic ex pec t a t i o n s ,  to enjoy the p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  of b lo ck
play. Still, bec a u s e  I've tuned in, I know be t t e r  how to
n u d g e  him.
Block Plav as Miniature Worlds; Worries and Monderinqs
I am s t r u c k  by f e a t u r e s  of block play in 1G that 
su gge st h o w  vast and s o m e t i m e s  o m i n o u s  the t e r r a i n  of 
literacy s t u d i e s  can become. Speci fical ly , war topics 
d o m i n a t e  the block s t r u c t u r e s  and their stories. Even w he n 
the rare girl venture d into this a l l - m a l e  bl ock c o m m u n i t y  as 
of early January, she c o n t r i b u t e d  to the war topics. What I 
had e x p e c t e d  to be a neutral toy, one that w o u l d  prompt 
e n d l e s s  to pi cs and design s, f r e q u e n t l y  as sum ed the topics 
and shapes of m a i n s t r e a m  c o mmerc ia l batt le  toys men tion ed  in 
the p r e v i o u s  cha pter on "story."
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If, as Roland Bart h e s  c o n t e n d s  in M y t h o l o g  i e s . toys are 
a m i c r o c o s m  of the ad ult  wo rld and if, as Barth suggests, 
they impose on  the c hild a s t r u c t u r e d  way of vi ewing the 
world and a n t i c i p a t e  adult life, I see reason  for c o n c e r n —  
not with the bl o c k s  per s e — but with the mi l i t a r i s t i c  
c u l t u r e  the c h i l d r e n  are e n a c t i n g  in them.
I admit my de sire for the re ve r s e  to hap pen: that boys 
will take on different , if you will, "female" r e p e r t o i r e s  of 
friends hi p, or happiness, for exampl e, as they c o n t i n u e  to 
work in v a r i o u s  c r e a t i v e  arts media. I wonder if media 
thems e l v e s  imprint t he mes...o r limit themes, m uch like the 
S a p i r - W h o r f  H y p o t h e s i s  c o n t e n d s  that language 
l i m i t s / d e t e r m i n e s  th ought? (See Farb 19B3, 206-213.)
Imagine trying to tell a joke with math natat ion. W h e n e v e r  
I playe d with b l o c k s  in the class room, I did not e n v i s i o n  
"story" but "st ructure" and p e r h a p s  "topic." And this topic 
never inclu ded r e l a t i o n s h i p  c o n c e r n s  like s t o r y i n g  about 
p e r s o n s  or times in my life. Instead, I c o n s i d e r e d  the 
beauty, the strength, or the f u n c t i o n  of the s t r u c t u r e  I was 
making. Are there m e d i a  that might br idge this a p p arent 
gender ga p? El liot Eisn er  (1982) c o n t e n d s  that the 
"sele c t i o n  of a fo rm of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  inf lu en ces not o n l y  
the c o n t e n t  of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  but the co ntent  of p e r c e p t i o n  
as well" (*f9) . I do wond er ....
But of This I Can Be Sure
C h i l d r e n ' s  social tra nsa ction s,  which in mo re traditional
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i ns tru cti onal c o n t e x t s  might be c o n s i d e r e d  "noise," raise 
critical c u r r i c u l u m  factors w h e r e v e r  literacy teaching and 
learning de p e n d  u p o n  the soc i a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of meaning, as 
"process c l a s s r o o m s "  must. M o r e  si mp ly put, c h i l d r e n ' s  
social t r a n s a c t i o n s  need be c o n s i d e r e d  part of the teacher's 
"in-head" c u r r i cu lum.
As I take leave of the b loc k corner, I need to ask, 
does the literacy c u r r i c u l u m  in 1G s u p p o r t  these children? 
Indeed it does, or I would h a v e  been u n a b l e  to trac e their 
unique "sy mbolic s i g n a t u r e s "  in writing. Their personal, 
playful t o u c h e s  m i g h t  never h a v e  been invited to work for 
t h e m .
T h e r e  is an a f f i n i t y  b e t w e e n  c o n s t r u c t i o n  toy s  and the 
g r o w n u p  world o f  a r c h i t e c t u r e . I have o f t e n  been 
s t r u c k  by how  m uc h the d i s o r g a n i z e d  and c h a o t i c  
a t m o s p h e r e  of the design  studio r e semble s that of a 
c h i l d r e n ' s  nursery. For a long ti me it p u z z l e d  my why 
this should b e  so. It w a s  not b e c a u s e  the s t u de nts 
w e r e  childish, for they took their work ser iously, and 
not b e c a u s e  t h e y  lacked d i s c i p l i n e .  Pe rh a p s  it was 
their little cu bic les, w h i c h  res e m b l e d  a c h i l d ' s  
impro v i s e d  p l a y h o u s e  and make me feel a lit tl e like an 
a d u l t  interloper, or the motley d r a w i n g s  p i n n e d  up on 
the walls. Dr was it b e c a u s e  the basis of their work 
was ‘let's preten d?' W h a t  they di d  was real enough, 
yet t h e  m i n i a t u r e  wo rlds in whose making t hey  were so 
t o t a l l y  a b s o r b e d  were imagined (Rybczynski 1989, 35- 
36) .
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C H A P T E R  IV
THE DANCE OF MEANING
T r a n s m e d i a t i o n — c r o s s i n g  m e d i a  b o u n d a r i e s — occurs 
n a t u r a l l y  in c h i l d r e n ' s  m e a n i n g  makin g ventur es. In the 
p r e v i o u s  c h a p t e r s  on st ory and bl ock  play, the array of 
forms that c h i l d r e n  s p o n t a n e o u s l y  e m p l o y — drawing,  past i n g  
parts, making sound effects,  talking, playing, and 
g e stur in g, for i n s t a n c e — s u g g e s t s  c o m p e l l i n g  inf luences on 
language. This chapter e x p l o r e s  the inf lu ences  on langua ge  
in 1G w he n Chris p u r p o s e l y  invites mean ing m a k i n g  in va rious  
arts m e d i a  under the u m b r e l l a  of lan guage arts. During 
c r e a t i v e  arts ventures, she o r c h e s t r a t e s  and ac tively  
p a r t i c i p a t e s  he rse lf. So m e t i m e s  she of fers o p e n - e n d e d  
topics w i t h i n  a s s i g n e d  forms. S o m e t i m e s  she a s s i g n s  c la ss  
t opi cs and of f e r s  o p e n - e n d e d  forms for their ex plorat io n.  
A l w a y s  she e x t e n d s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  freedoms. A l w a y s  she 
invites talk.
Additio na l ad ult  voice s are presen t in this chapter. 
P a r e n t s  add c h i l d r e n ' s  past h i s t o r i e s  to pres e n t  c l a s s r o o m  
e x p e r i e n c e s .  And I am e v e r p r e s e n t  here b e c a u s e  the 
d i a l e c t i c  b e t w e e n  my e x p e r i e n c e  and the c h i l d r e n ' s  
e x p e r i e n c e s  is o f t e n  the point.
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P h i l o s o p h e r  of  art S u s a n n e  Langer (1953) d e s c r i b e s  the 
product o f  d a n c e — the rea lity that the art of da nce creates- 
-as "virtual power." "Virtual" in p h i l os ophical  terms is 
tricky: it refers to e x p e r i e n c e  that is real, though
intangible, like the e x i s t e n c e  of one's r e f l e c t i o n  in a 
mirror. My int ent io ns in this chapter ar e  to r e c r e a t e  my 
own felt e x p e r i e n c e  o f  "virtual power" that p e r m e a t e s  
c h i l d r e n ' s  actions w h e n  they intend to m a k e  meaning for 
t h e m s e l v e s  and for o t h e r s — in sh ad ow play, dr amatic  
improvisation, c laym ak ing, and other c r e a t i v e  arts.
(Although play can result  in a feeling of  power, it need 
not. In contrast, to intend to make o n e ' s  m e a n i n g s  public 
is p o we rf ul!) My fel t e x p e r i e n c e  of "virtual p o w e r "  was a 
response, I trust, to what the c h i l d r e n  the ms elves  felt.
What was real though in tan gib le for me as I o b s e r v e d  
ch i l d r e n  posing and solving e x p r e s s i v e  p r o b l e m s  in different 
symbol systems , was that they b e g a n  to s e e  t h e m s e l v e s  as 
caring, powerful m e a n i n g  ma k e r s  in general , not just in 
words. Tho u g h  my m a i n  pu rp o s e  was to e x p l o r e  c o n n e c t i o n s  to 
language, I e x p e r i e n c e d  c h i l d r e n  in hot pur suit of meaning. 
In the scramble , they grasp wha tever f o r m s  can best 
re pre sent their mea nin gs . S i m p l y  put, I came to s e e  that 
the p u r s u i t  of m e a n i n g  is m o r e  basic to the pursuit of 
verbal litera cy than words.
The "basics" in 1G means that the c h i l d  is e x p e c t e d  to 
think, to discer n an d  express meaning. In that w o r d s  do not
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r e p r e s e n t  the t o t a l i t y  of thought, even for that fi ft een 
pe rc en t of p e r s o n s  who are h i g h l y  verbal (Jo h n - S t e i n e r  
1985), c h i l d r e n  are e n c o u r a g e d  to r e presen t thought in any 
form. Inevitably, in this p a s s i o n a t e  p u r s u i t  of meaning, 
the c h i l d  or c h i l d r e n  ne arb y eng age in w o r d s  about the 
ch o s e n  form, w o r d s  that n u d g e  chi ld ren's linguistic limits. 
It a p p e a r s  that c h i l d r e n  e x p e r i e n c e  a r t m a k i n g  in com plex 
ways, and in this classroom, they grope for words to dis cern 
their meanings. Small talk about big i d e a s — ideas that 
matter for literacy.
Two c a u t i o n a r y  a d m i s s i o n s  are in order. First, to 
avoid d o m a i n  d i s t i n c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  what is art and what is 
not, or what is a e st he tic and what is s i m p l y  expre ssive, I 
do not sug gest that intention to express meanin g 
a r t i s t i c a l l y  is s y n o n o m o u s  w i t h  suc cessful execut ion; 
however, neither do the c h i l d r e n  suggest this. It is 
p r e c i s e l y  the a w a r e n e s s  of the differ e n c e s  b e t w e e n  intention 
and ex ecution, w h e n e v e r  it d o e s  occur, that raises 
c h i l d r e n ' s  i n t e n t i o n s — if not their p r o d u c t s — to the level 
of ar t .
Second, rath er than p e r p e t u a t e  that a r g um en t for fun 
and e m o t i o n  in learning that is f r eq ue ntly tol erated as 
h a r m l e s s  frill or di sp a r a g e d  as e xt ra vagant  waste of time, I 
plead instead for joyful ca rin g. In this way, I intend to 
slip throug h the b o ttl en eck of  emotion and br i d g e  that 
in t e l l e c t - v e r s u s - i n t u i t i o n  c h a s m .
136
"The D an ce of Mea ning,"  then, stands as a metaphor of 
power, s u g g e s t i n g  that the p r o c e s s e s  and p r o d u c t s  that 
c h i l d r e n  d e m o n s t r a t e  during c r e a t i v e  arts v e n t u r e s  g e n e r a t e  
"virtual po wers" that are real, intangible, and intimately 
tied to c o m p o s i n g  t h o u g h t — in an y medium.
It Mas a Dark and Stormy October Afternoon in IB...
C hr is  told the c h i l d r e n  a H a l l o w e e n  s t o r y  she made up 
in which the w h o l e  cl ass was trap ped in a h a u n t e d  house.
S he then invited them to e x p r e s s  the s e p a r a t e  concepts n o n ­
v e r ba lly through movement. C h i l d r e n  be c a m e  screet c h i n g  
owls, fi e r c e  black cats, s h i f t y  ghosts, c r e a k y  stairs, wind 
w h i p p i n g  through the h a l l w a y s  of a haunted house, by m o v i n g  
in ways that wer e  c o m f o r t a b l e  for them. W h e n  they begged, 
"Can we do it again ?" C h r i s  retold the s t o r y  and s u g gested  
that they act it out ho we v e r  they wished.
Like d a n c e  theorists (Benedetti 198S; C u n n i n g h a m  1985; 
G r a h a m  1973; L a b a n  1963; and R e d f e r n  1973), C h r i s  r e s p e c t s  
the prim a c y  of mo ve ment for thinking. Indeed, Howard 
Ga rdner  (1983) c it es two eminent twentieth c e n t u r y  dancers' 
o p i ni on s on just this idea. Isadora Duncan admitted, "If I 
c ou ld  tell you what it is, I w o u l d  not h a v e  da nced it"
(SSA). And M a r t h a  Gr a h a m  was b i t i n g l y  candid: "...the
d i f f i c u l t y  of havin g any kind of c o n v e r s a t i o n  with most 
d a n c e r s  which has any kind of logical c o h e s i v e n e s s — their 
m i n d s  just jump a r o u n d — the l o g i c — such as it is— oc curs at 
the level of motor activity" (2 E A ). S t a n i s l a v s k i ' s  most
137
ma tu re  work ref l e c t e d  his b e l i e f  that to u n d e r s t a n d  
c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  and mo t i v a t i o n ,  ac tors had to begin with 
movement, not intell ectual analys is, not ps ych o l o g i c a l  
m o t i v a t i o n s  (see B e n ede tt i 1982).
The next d a y  the c h i l d r e n  d e s igned  m u r a l s  in groups  
of four or five. C h r i s  e x p l a i n e d  how thes e mur al s needed to 
"go with the H a l l o w e e n  story," and that e ac h group needed to 
c o o p e r a t e  so that their mural mad e  s ense as a whole. Each 
group wo uld make o n e  mural as b a c k g r o u n d  far their sh a d o w  
play. T h e y  could tell the w h o l e  st ory their way. Then each 
child m a d e  a shadow  pu ppet in order to "act out their part 
of the st ory." Several g roup  memb e r s  a n t i c i p a t e d  p r o b l e m s  
be fo re  they began mak i n g  their puppets:
Ashley: What if you m a k e  the sa m e  things?
Chris: Go od question. What ca n you do so that you don't?
liarissa: Talk about it.
Mick: Ask 'em what the y're gonna be.
Chris: L e t ' s  say four p e o p l e  want to be the same thing.
What h a p p e n s ?
Crystal: Well, you c o u l d n ' t  argue. S o m e o n e  needs to pick.
Dawn: M a y b e  if e v e r y b o d y  w a n t s  to be it, no bo dy c a n  be it.
(P a u s e .)
Kristen: L ike  we talk about it.
The talk/social ne go tiation s,  mov em en ts, ta ngible and 
intangi bl e ar t i f a c t s  c o n n e c t e d  to c r e a t i v e  arts v e n tures  
c o n s t i t u t e  the matter that m a t t e r s  in this chapter.
Familiar ca se s tudy c h i l d r e n  like Mick, Ed, and Randy
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r e a p p e a r  b r i e f l y ;  but t h e  focus is o n  Brian, wh ose  w r i t i n g  
is motivated b y  "what I c a n  draw," o n  Dawn, a new case st udy  
c h i l d  and the o n l y  girl in the st ud y, as well as on small 
g r o u p s  of c h i l d r e n .
B r i a n . B r i a n ' s  w r i t i n g  has b e e n  a d e q u a t e  but 
u n d i s t i n g u i s h e d  (recall, h e ' s  the fe l l o w  who d r o v e  car 
t r a c k s  across t h e  cover o f  his book, Rockets Part 5 ). and 
h i s  reading is equally n o n d e s c r i p t :  competen t enough, but
s o m e h o w  lacking sparkle. Brian is the type c h i l d  Chris 
c a l l s  "a c r a c k e r , "  one w h o  threatens to slip be tw ee n the 
c r a c k s  of a c la ss room, u n l e s s  such cla s s r o o m  honors m a n y  
e x p r e s s i v e  a c t s  as l i t e r a t e  behavio rs. For example,
B r i a n ' s  level o f  symbolic involveme nt in e n a c t i n g  the 
H a l l o w e e n  t h e m e s  was so d e e p  that h e  c o nt inued being a 
" f i e r c e  black c a t "  out o n  the p l a y g r o u n d  for days.
During a o n e - a n d - a - h a  1 f-hour h o m e  i n tervi ew  with 
B r i a n ' s  p a r en ts , I heard that he's b e e n  p l a y i n g  drums s i n c e  
he w a s  "three o r  four," a n d  joins h i s  folks at band 
re he a r s a l s  w e e k l y .  His m o t h e r  p l a y s  piano a n d  organ, h i s  
dad bass. Da d explained, “S o metimes  the d r u m m e r  gives Brian 
s o m e  tips. H e  took six lessons, b u t . . . t h a t  w a s n ’t the way 
for Brian. H e ' s  like h i s  dad. G o n n a  pick it up by 
e a r ! .. .W e've t a p e d  sp ec ia l songs o n  ca ssette a n d  he listens 
to them and p l a y s  along. We have e v e r y  inst ru ment in the 
h o u s e :  piano, organ, g u i t a r ,  drums, trumpet, sax, recorder, 
harmonica. B u t  we don't f o r c e  anyth ing."
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Mother added, "He's m o r e  c o o r d i n a t e d  than verbal." Dad 
agreed, "He's m o r e  c o o r d i n a t e d  than m o s t . . . h e ' s  just good 
like that." I learned that "Brian  is on soccer, baseball, 
and t-ball teams, ...is r e a l l y  o u t g o i n g  with t e a m m a t e s . . .he 
skiis, bowls, r ides Lady (one of two ho rses I c o u l d  see out 
back in their pasture), and dr i v e s  the farm t r a c t o r ... but 
[play} bl oc k s ?  He has ’em but never did."
Mo t h e r  c o m m e n t e d  that school and h o m e  don't se em to mix 
for Brian, with two ex ce pti ons: he f r e q u e n t l y  w r i t e s  in a 
journal at h o m e  and he w r i t e s  about rock e t s  in school. T h e 
fa mily has visi t e d  the K e n n e d y  Spac e Cent er twice and "this 
w a s  the b e g i n n i n g  of r o ckets ."  Yet, both p a r e n t s  lamented 
that "there's  a lot [about his abil it ies} he d o e s n ' t  say at 
school." S o o n  after this interview, I asked B r i a n  about his 
music. He said, "Yup. I pl a y  drums. And lots of  other 
stuff. I like it." I asked, "Have you thought about 
wr iting  about that?" He shrugged, "Nope."
With the parents' p e r m i ssi on , I shared p a r t s  of their 
int ervie w and B r i a n ' s  c o m m e n t s  with Chris. It a p p ea red that 
Br ian  figu r e d  what co unt s for k n owled ge  at h o m e  and at 
school is di ff e r e n t ,  even di stinct, that his w a y s  of kn owing 
c a r r y  less clout inside sc hool w al ls  than o u t s i d e  them.
C hri s and I w er e d e t e r m i n e d  to shake up his i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
howeve r we could.
D a w n . Da wn stood out as a c o n fiden t reader  early in 
S e p te mber w h e n  sh e  was as ked  about The Girl and the Moon Man
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by J e a n n e t t e  Winter (19B4), a bo ok she read to the class. 
Sh e  halted  in r e s p o n s e  to one c h i l d ' s  ques ti on, then said, 
"I can't tell." M ic k jumped in and sa id symp atheti ca lly,  
"You know and you d o n ' t  know!" Dawn im medi a t e l y  stated, "I 
do know," and p r o c e e d e d  to c i t e  an e x a m p l e  from the text, 
and in the  bar gain s e c u r e  her a u d i e n c e ’s admira tion.
She was an e q u a l l y  com p e t e n t  writer even in September, 
as one p a g e  from her Martians' story shows. Note the point 
of view s h e  takes: h e r  eye is d r a w n  p e e p i n g  in on min i a t u r e  
M a r t i a n s  at work (F igure 1).
F i g u r e  1
DAWN'S MARTIANS— A NOVEL POINT OF VIEW




These s p e c i f i c  literat e c o m p e t e n c i e s  t h r e a t e n  to mask 
he r social ti mi d i t y  amidst the hubbu b of a busy classroom. 
D u r i n g  a ho m e  interview w i t h  her p a r en ts , I learned that 
o v e r c o m i n g  social  shy n e s s  wa s  their p r i m a r y  goal for Dawn 
t his  first g r a d e  year. When I asked Dawn what her goals 
fo r first g r a d e  included, she said, "Not to sound out words, 
just read 'em. And to do more m o v e m e n t  stuff." For Chris, 
w ho cla i m s  "I teach c h i l d r e n  first, literacy s e c o n d , "  these 
e c l e c t i c  g oals fit the sp i r i t  of her literacy c urri cu lum. 
M u r a l  Makin g b e f o r e  the S h a d o w  Play: A Dance of N e g o t i a t i o n  
Chris d i s t r i b u t e s  h u g e  mural p a p e r  to each table 
c l u s t e r  and a s k s  the c h i l d r e n  if they already had  "pictures 
in their minds" from mo v i n g  through the H a l l o w e e n  story 
ea rlier. They agree they do, and small groups s p r e a d  out on 
the floor a r o u n d  the room. I move to war d Bri a n ' s  group with 
the vide oc am era. C l o c k w i s e  be ginning at twelve, the 
p a r t i c i p a n t s  a r e  Kristen, Brian, Eric, Dawn, and Katy.
Brian,  on all fours, s t r a d d l e s  the m ur al paper, a n d  opens 
the d is cussi on :
Brian: It's mine. (He re f e r s  to the ghost c ha racter. )
M a k e  the house'. Make the house, m a k e  the house, m a k e  the 
house! (Spoken to Eric.)
Kri sten:  No. I ’ll ma ke the house.
Eric: I'll m a k e  the house. I know h o w  to make the house.
A dance of n e g o t i a t i o n  was b ein g perfor med be f o r e  my 
eyes. Stu dy ing the v i d e o t a p e d  e p i s o d e  on fa st-forward,  I 
n o t i c e d  the g r o u p  moving from  a c l o s e d  circle to a wider on e
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and  back a g a i n  like a s e a  anemone opening and closing. 
Physica l ali g n m e n t  and reali g n m e n t  appeared to accompan y 
sh i fti ng  of ideas, and w a s  not a c c o r d i n g  to sex allegiances,
u n l i k e  much pla y  d e s c r i b e d  in an ea rl ie r ch apter. (The more
I became  a w a r e  of this p h e n o m e n o n  thr oughout the fall, the 
m o r e  I s u s p e c t e d  that c o l l a b o r a t i v e  artistic c r e a t i o n  of f e r s  
powerful o p p o r t u n i t i e s  to shatter sex ghettos.)
Event ua lly, K r i s t e n  wins out and begins to make the 
house. K a t y  moves f r o m  Kristen's right to B r i a n ' s  left.
All lean into the paper as Brian an d  Kriste n b e g i n  to draw. 
D a w n  is sil ent, hanging back v e r b a l l y  and phy si ca lly.
Eric: I'll m a k e  a bat. I'll ma k e  a bat.
Katy: I'll m a k e  a gh ost .
Brian: I am. I'm m a k i n g  a ghost.
Eric: Then I'll make an oth er ghost.
Brian: No. There's o n l y  one ghost.
Eric: I'll m a k e  a bat.
Katy: That depends, K r i s t e n ?
(Eric moves toward Dawn. Kristen begins the house.)
Brian: T h a t ' s  a house, too big of, too fat.
Kristen: No, it's...(big smile and she c o n t i n u e s
drawing). It has to b e  big (and s h e  draws the roof about a 
foo t  t a l l )!
They c o n t i n u e  n e g o t i a t i n g  in this fashion, and 
ev e n t u a l l y  D a w n  begins to draw a g h o s t l y  tree using heavy, 
dark, rough strokes. F i f t e e n  m i n u t e s  into the project,
B r i a n  fidd l e s  with m a r k e r  covers for several minutes, then
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draws a bat. Dawn m ov es h e r s e l f  o u t s i d e  the c i r c l e  
completel y,  and tells the group to "stop fight i n g . "  By 
s e s s i o n ' s  end, all ap pear de e p l y  involved as they did not 
stop w h e n  the dis missal  bell rang.
The Shadow Plavl
That next af ter noon,  c h i l d r e n  sit on the f loor  as one 
group s e c u r e s  their mural to the rope draped b e t w e e n  two 
easels. The c l o t h e s p i n s  c o o p e r a t e  and the c o l l a b o r a t i v e l y  
plan n e d  and execu te d mural stands  re ady in the spotli ght,  
which is a simpl e f loodlig ht  perc h e d  on a stool behi nd  the 
mural. "Backstage" b e t w e e n  the f l o o d l i g h t  and the mural the 
five s h a d o w  pl ayers fidget. One child, fist ra ised in a 
powerful boxe r ' s  gesture, g ives a silent cheer for the 
group; s o m e  have notes in hand, each one r e a d i e s  the sh a d o w  
puppet s / h e  made earlier. Thes e p u p p e t s  d a n c e  i m p a t ie nt ly  
atop r u l e r s  used as support.  I r ea dy  my s e l f  to c a p t u r e  the 
s e q u e n c e  on v i d e o t a p e  and C hris announces: "The H a l l o w e e n  
Sh a d o w  P l a y s  shall b e g i n 1." A hush b l a nke ts  the room....
B e l o w  is the st ory  Bria n ' s  group told in that d a r kened  
room s a v e  for the s p o t l i g h t  be h i n d  them, their s h a d o w  
puppets, and their mural:
Kristen: One dark night, there was a pumpki n. (She is
str a i n i n g  to read her h a n d - w r i t t e n  notes.) His was 
. . . o f ...( no w she a b a n d o n s  her notes, and m o v e s  her shadow 
puppet into the action). Once there was a dark night and 
the g h o s t  came out. T h e r e  wa s  three g h o s t s . . . a n d  there wa s 
some ki ds be hind the fence. And the kids we r e  making  a 
trick on 1G who wer e  ve ry mad when  they he ard ab out it.
BOO! Boo-hoo.
All who fo llo w e d  K r i s t e n  ignored their note s and improvised
w i t h  their puppets f r o m  the b e g i n n i n g  of th eir turn.
Katy: One dark H a l l o w e e n ,  there wa s  this g h o s t  flying
around. It was so h a p p y  it went flying a r o u n d  tr ick-or- 
treating w i t h  all the b a y s  and gi rls. But all the p e o p l e  
w o u l d  giv e  'em candy b e c a u s e  he.. . looked too scared.
Brian: O n c e  upon a t i m e  there w a s  a ghost flying around.
O n e  day, a t  the same night, there was a r e a l l y  scarey ghost. 
A n d  it w en t <he g i g g l e s )  walking up the s t a i r s  like 
th is...and then it w e n t  down (he walks h i s  puppet thr ough 
th i s  action) and s c a r e d  all the kids and all the kids went 
o n  Eric! A n d  then ( u n i n t e l l i g i b l e )  went up  and up un til he 
g o t  to the tippety o f  t h e  roof, and then to the attic, and 
th e n  he ju m p e d  off th e  attic and went on t h e  branch of the 
tr e e  b r a n c h .. .ok...he w e n t  down an d  the little, lit tle tiny 
(uni nte lligibl e) d o w n  there, he r a n  in the (unintelligible). 
T h e  end.
Dawn: A f t e r  the kids r a n  out o f  the h a u n t e d  house,
t he y  heard a whisper laugh comi ng  from the other firs t 
grade. T h e y  had p l a y e d  a H a l l o w e e n  trick o n  them.
Some especiall y n o t e w o r t h y  language b e h a v i o r  is 
ha ppening here. To b e g i n ,  the a n t e  is u p p e d  once the 
c h i l d r e n  di s r e g a r d  t h e i r  pr epare d scripts: they are taking
r i s k s  new to them. T h e y  are c o m m u n i c a t i n g  or trans mediating  
in several wa y s  at o n c e :  verb al ly through their o n g o i n g  
narrative, visually t h r o u g h  the u s e  of t h e i r  mural, 
p h y s i c a l l y  with their puppets, a n d  person al ly, by s t a y i n g 
rec ep ti ve to what o t h e r s  have said, what I call "en se mb le 
playi ng. " I doubt t h a t  e g o c en tr icity  is a s  entr e n c h e d  as 
P i a g e t  w o u l d  suggest (se e  M a r ga ret D o n a l d s o n  1978). Some 
c h i l d r e n  e v e n  use d i a l o g u e ,  a t e chniq ue  f e w  of them u s e  yet 
in written story. P e r h a p s  this sh a d o w  p l a y  format 
e n c o u r a g e s  language u s e  on the e d g e  of w h a t  some will soon 
attemp t in writing? R e g a r d l e s s ,  the imm e d i a t e  value of this
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work b e c o m e s  ap pare nt  by e x a m i n i n g  what the c h i l d r e n  are 
ab le to do here and now.
C o n s i d e r  the f o r m s  a v a i l a b l e  to the child here. Topic 
ideas a r e  g iv en  by C h r i s  and by the cu ltu ral coll ateral  
s u r r o u n d i n g  Halloween. C e r t a i n  w o r d s  and their order in the 
st ory  are given. The form of the s t o r y  is set: as sh adow 
p lay  w h e r e  c h a r a c t e r s  and a c t i o n s  ar e  r e p r e s e n t e d  visually, 
and k i n e s t h e t i c a l l y , as well as verbal ly. Hence, wo rds 
don't c a r r y  too h e a v y  a load.
T hus  s to ry  p r o m p t s  are numerous: C h r i s ' s  story, 
H a l l o w e e n  k n o w-how  in general, p h y s i c a l l y  mov in g through the 
st ory  two times b e f o r e  the “p e r f o r m a n c e , "  ma k i n g  the mural, 
seein g the mural, the puppets, and o n e  another. C h i l d r e n  
c an sp re ad their c o n c e n t r a t i o n  over su ch c o n c e r n s  as 
"summary," "se quence," "timing," " r e s p o n s i v e n e s s  to 
o t h e r s / e n s e m b l e  p l a y i n g , "  "main ideas," "details,"  and 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the envir o n m e n t  that help them to 
fun ction  best.
K r i s t e n  sets up the s t o r y  with the fo r m u l a i c  "Once u po n 
a time...," an a p p r o p r i a t e  r e s p o n s e  s i n c e  it's her job to 
b egin the scene. S h e  does not si mp ly begin, however, but 
gi ves  a w a y  the w ho le  stor y then e nd s with a g h o s t l y  "Boo!" 
Kr is t e n  d o e s  show s u m m a r i z i n g  skills, and she uses 
s y n c t a c t i c a l l y  mo r e  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  oral langua ge than she has 
yet to m a n a g e  in w r i t i n g  ("on 1G who..."). Kat y  too b e g i n s  
at the b e ginnin g,  and adds onl y  her piece.
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B ri an  imitates the f o rmulaic  opening, "Once u p o n..."  
and c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y , his s t o r y  appears g e n er at ed mo r e  by 
the mural than by verbal plans, similar to his s t o r y i n g  in 
print. He is first to include a group m e m b e r  as a character 
in his story, and he, too, us es dialogue, "Boo, boo, boo, 
b o o . "
Connections to Writing
If B r i a n ' s  flue n c y  is sur prising, as h e  is g e n e r a l l y  a 
man of few words, c o n s i d e r  that mo vemen t and  topic 
g u i d e l i n e s  a r e  s y n g e r g i s t i c , m a y b e  even f undame nt al at this 
time, for his c o m p o s i n g  process. Specifica lly, in writing, 
B r i a n ' s  most fluent p e r f o r m a n c e  to date o c c u r r e d  late in 
Se p t e m b e r  after an a f t e r n o o n  of  sc ie nc e in the school yard.  
C h r i s  told the c h i l d r e n  to look for " s omethin g white, 
s o m e t h i n g  round, s o m e t h i n g  brown, and s o m e t h i n g  red." A 
s e n s e  of that rythmic a f t e r n o o n  w a s  c a p t u r e d  when the 
c h i l d r e n  d a n c e d  down the h i l l s i d e  and back to their 
c 1a s s r o o m .
On his r e t u r n  to the class room, Brian wrote e l e v e n  
w o r d s  with d r a w i n g s  in his s c i e n c e  journal be tween 2 : 3 8  and 
2: 57 p . m . — n i n e t e e n  m i n u t e s  (Figures 2 - 3 ) .  To th is point 
three w e e k s  into Septemb er, he'd wr itten a total of on ly  
twenty fi ve w o r d s  d u r i n g  mornin g writing time where the 
topic is c o m p l e t e l y  o p e n  and the time f r e q u e n t l y  less 
def i n e d .
147
BRIAN'S SCIENCE JOURNAL ENTRIES
tFi g u r e  3
I Fouud ft. ftPpirg ^ S T .t
Brian a g a i n  d e m o n s t r a t e d  exc ep ti onal w r i t t e n  fluency 
the day he w r o t e  a letter to his cla ssmate, Eliza, who had 
b e e n  home  sick for over a week. As in s c i e n c e  writing, the
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topic Mas su ggested, the format Mas familiar, and a time
limit Mas necessary (for the Mhole class) to get Eliza's
letters r e a d y  before the three o ’clock bell. I have o nl y a
transcript of this letter because the original Mas Mh isked
into a m a n i l l a  e n v e l o p e  M hi ch E l i z a ' s  mo ther picked up
p r o m p t l y :
DEAR ELIZA,
I Mant you to 
come back to school 
I 1 ike you Eliza 
I hope you come back 
to school
By  Brian
B r i a n ’s Mri ting fo ld er through m i d - N o v e m b e r  c o n t a i n s  
R o c k e t s  P art 1 . Ro cke ts Part 2 . R o c k e t s  Part 3 . R o c k e t s  Part 
4, Rockets Part 5 . U n l i k e  E d ’s Bog 1 ins-Shark a d v e n t u r e  
d e s c r i b e d  in the st ory chapter, B r i a n ’s f o c u s  could not be 
c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as passion. Instead, it sm ac k e d  of 
d e s p e rati on , or at least of boredom. He re ar e  my typed 
n o t e s  of N o v e m b e r  3, f l e s h e d  out that same da y  from my h a n d ­
w r i t t e n  f i e l d  notes, that led me to q u e s t i o n  B r i a n ’s 
situa tio n. I want to sho w  the am b i g u o u s  n a t u r e  of cert a i n  
c l a s s r o o m  b e h a v i o r  w h e r e  c h i l d r e n  move, talk, m ake things, 
an d so on, as they write. Inevitably, the t e a ch er's art 
involves d i s c e r n i n g  what is g e n e r a t i v e  and what is not per 
child, per sit uation. My  o b s e r v a t i o n s  follow:
Wr iting  November 3, 19QB
9:22 B r i a n  p iles  p i l l o w s  on top of chair next to 
c off ee table, gets hi s (writing folder).
9:26 B r i a n  gets his  crayons, c o n s i d e r s  adding one more
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pi l l o w  but c h u c k s  it back onto the couch, sits on the 
pillows, o p e n s  his folder. T h e n  he goes to his 
desk to get a pencil and put a toy car away.
9:2 B  He o p e n s  his folder, e r a s e s  a line, then gets up, 
goes off to sig n up for wr iting  sh are saying, “Goody, 
now I've got one" (a time to s h a r e  with the whole 
c l a s s ).
9 :3 0  He r e t u r n s  to hi s  pi llow perch, and says, "This 
is tiring. I need another p i l l o w . "  He ge ts one, then 
an other  ?.id pi les t hese on his chair.
D onny asks, “Why are you using pil lows?" Brian
answers, "I like it. I hop e this doesn't 
f 1 i p ...O Q Q H H H H ..." T he n he tu mb les onto the couch, 
c ha ts  with D on ny a moment, c l i m b s  back onto his p i l l o w  
pile, o p e n s  to his c u r r e n t  p i e c e  of writing.
9:3 7 B r i a n  ho ps off pillows, m ak es sound effects, 
pl a c e s  his wr iting on top of his head and says, "Now, 
w h e r e ' s  my pe ncil?" He goes for a pencil, and re tu r n s  
to the p i l l o w  perch.
9:4 0 He takes his pencil and for the fi rst  time this 
wr it in g period, 18 minu t e s  s i n c e  it began, he pr ints 
on the cover "ROCKET POR," then he tosses book down, 
gets another pillow, his whole folder, sits  again,
o p e n s  folder and looks through it.
I risk toying with your pat ience, inviting you to feel 
the te ns ion I felt, to a l l o w  it to gn a w  on your 
s e n s i b i l i t i e s  as it did mine. If B ri an was s i m p l y  "on hold" 
until he sh ar ed hi s  work with the c l a s s  that morning, C h r i s  
and I would hav e  b e e n  less concer ned. But pe rc h e d  atop 
pillows, B ri an  co n t i n u e d  this b e h a v i o r  for se veral days.
Whenever  C h r i s  and I we re c o n f u s e d  about the value of 
c e r t a i n  beh av io rs, we w a t c h e d  c l o s e l y  for c o n n e c t i o n s  
b e t w e e n  the play and the p r o c e s s / p r o d u c t . If we were abl e  
to d i s c e r n  none, we d i s c o u r a g e d  the diversion. Chris read 
B r i a n ' s  acti o n s  as a signal for help and she "strongly
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i n v i t e d ” Brian to w r i t e  about som et hing different, no 
pi ll o w s  allowed. H e  then b e g a n  Army P a r t  1. A small step
for humankind...! O u r  c o n c e r n s  about B r i a n ' s  w r i t i n g  were
o n l y  part of the pi cture. W e  needed to know what Brian 
though t .
In No vember e a c h  of the first g r a d e r s  s e l f-e va luated 
readin g a n d  writing pro gress in s e p ar at e o n e - o n - o n e  
i n t e r v i e w s  with C h r i s  or me. Brian's wr it i n g  int ervie w 
c o m m e n t s  follow:
Judy: W h a t  can yo u  do now as a writer that you cou ldn't do
in the beg inni ng  of the year?
Brian: W r i t e  aliens, write rockets, and write people.
Wr i t e  leaves, buil di ngs, and houses. Lobsters. That' s all.
Judy: W h a t ' s  s o m e t h i n g  you do well?
Brian: All the t h i n g s  on t h e r e  (and he  pointed to the
answer above).
Judy: W h a t  do you want to learn next?
Brian: I don't k n o w . . . h o w  to write t u r k e y s  and lobsters. I
need to pr ac ti ce t h e  claws. I'm gett i n g  to it.
Judy: H o w  do you p l a n  to do it? Who c a n  help yo u?
Brian: I practice at 'em. I get 'em f r o m  f r i e n d s  like
K e n n y .
C h r i s  and I c o n f i r m e d  our  decision that for now, for 
Brian, frequ ent t o p i c  and tim e  guidelines, plus movement, 
would s u p p o r t  his c o m p o s i n g  p r o c e s s e s  m o r e  than w h a t  too
often b e c o m e  the r i g i d  f r e e d o m s  of time, choice, and chat in
m any  p r o c e s s  classroo ms.
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R e t u r n i n g  to the s h a d o w  players, no tic e ho w  Derek s how s  
b u d d i n g  s e n s i t i v i t y  to what  ot hers said because, in spite of 
his f o r m u l a i c  o p e n i n g  and closing, he pi cks up w h e r e  Br ia n 
left off, rather then b e g i n  over like Katy did. Derek is 
also th e  first to include hi ms elf as a c h aract er  in the 
story, he pi cks up on an idea Brian initiated, and he, too, 
uses dialog ue.
C l e a r l y  D a w n  is the fi rst to c o n t i n u e  the story, m i n u s  
f o r m u l a i c  o p e n i n g s  and r e p e t i t i o n s  and she en ds the story 
b e c a u s e  she is last to speak. She has "read the s ituatio n. " 
In tr ad itiona l terms, she u n d e r s t a n d s  wh ol e/part , and 
r e c o g n i z e s  w h a t ' s  missing, all on her own. Note, too, her 
p e a c e m a k i n g  in it iative s du r i n g  the m a k i n g  of the mural. She 
u n d e r s t a n d s  that too much conflict inte rf eres with her 
c r e a t i v e  work and she's taking new r i s k s  to m i n i m i z e  such 
con flict . Clearly, la nguage fun c t i o n s  are in contexts, and 
Da wn' s d i s c o v e r i n g  c e r t a i n  language f u n c t i o n s — as she w o r k s  
in c r e a t i v e  m e d i a — to temper her social timidity. Share 
that w i t h  any who doubt the c o n n e c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  "just art" 
and " l an guage  a r t s  i n s t r u c t i o n " !
F o l l o w i n g  the sh ad ow  play, B r i a n  took the in iti ative 
once a g a i n  by b e c o m i n g  “ho st," and se ek i n g  out c l a s s m a t e s  
who w a n t e d  to m a k e  c o m m e n t s  and ask q u e s t i o n s  of the 
players. (Once attune d to this interperson al savvy, I b e g a n 
to n o t i c e  it in other si tua tions .) For example, Brian 
de fu s e d  arg u m e n t s  among c h i l d r e n  w h e n  they "discussed" how
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to improvise the T h a n k s g i v i n g  s t o r y  a month later. He  even 
as s u m m e d  lea dership that da y when the group proc e s s  
t h reat en ed to abort. A n o t h e r  time he res cued Derek by 
insisting, "Leave him a l o n e  guys," and he s o u g h t  out M ic k  
after the latter 's d e t e n t i o n  and whispered, "That's not 
fair. Whoa! No kidding. Too bad, Mick."
Brian c a l l e d  on o n e  young a u d i e n c e  m e m b e r  who asked, 
"What was the hardest p a r t  to do?" A player offered, "The 
ha rd e s t  part w a s  when e v e r y b o d y . . .what to s a y . . .when to 
talk...." C h i l d r e n  w e r e  becoming a w a r e  of "e nsemble 
p l a ying" w h e r e  one c h i l d ' s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  infl ue nced what the 
next child c o u l d  say and do, though not all managed to act 
on this a w a r e n e s s  yet. K r i s t e n ’s co mment s b e l o w  reflect 
these daw ning insights.
Kristen: ...you gotta be  a little quicker. Like you gotta
know whe n it's your turn. . . . I n  real plays, y o u  gotta 
b e . . . l i k e  q u i c k .
Chris: And wh at helps y o u  do that?
Kristen: Practice.
Chris: Can you p r a c t i c e  this at h o m e ?
Kristen: Yes.
Chris: If you want to w o r k  with a group, c a n  you
p r a c t i c e  alone?
Ch ild ren: N o !
R e c e p t i v i t y  to their own and others' inte ntion s s h o w s
up in d i f f e r e n t  places and times, for example, at play and
du r i n g  arts episodes. In effect, individual hist or ies of
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m e a n i n g  making c a n  g r a d u a l l y  be mapped out that h elp the 
c h i l d  and me to enla r g e  the angle of vision, to refr a m e  what 
coun t s ,  to see growth.
In the s i t u a t i o n  above, c h i l d r e n  know and I know that 
the a b i l i t y  to c r i t i q u e  their own work, to s e p a r a t e  their 
in te n t i o n s  from their ex ecution s,  to se e what is and what 
c o u l d  be, is g r o w i n g .  W h e n  Chris asked, "How m a n y  thought 
that the words w e r e  hard to say?" fe w raised their hands. 
Whe n  she  asked, "How many thought ac t i n g  out with your 
p u p p e t  was ha rd?" none r a i s e d  their hands!
T he se  c o m m e n t s  echoed those f o l l o w i n g  the T h a n k s g i v i n g  
i m p r ov is ation a mo nth later:
C r y s t a l :  When w e  act things  out in h e r e  I feel like I'm
r e a l l y  there.
Elai n e :  It felt real.
Ed: I t ’s kinda h a r d e r . . . a n d  we were r e a d y  for som e t h i n g
h a r d e r  .
Abbie: I liked it because you could s a y  what y o u  wanted to.
We d i d n ' t  have lines that y o u  had to s a y  (unlike a fire 
p r e v e n t i o n  play w e' d done earlier).
Ed: Yo u could fe el you did a good job. (Big sm ile.)
C h r i s  c o n t i n u e d  her question s. "How is this like 
w r i t i n g  process?" Marissa answered, "Having a lot of work, 
and coloring, a n d  words." Still C h r i s  probed. "How is this 
diff e r e n t ? , "  and Elaine s m i l e d  and replied, "You don't have 
to w r i t e ! "  I as k e d ,  "Do w o r d s  come q u i c k e r  whe n you don't 
have to write t h e m  or when y o u  write them?" Most children 
a g r e e d  that w o r d s  come q u i c k e r  when you don't h a v e  to write.
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A b a r r a g e  of r e q u e s t s  to do m o r e  shadow  p l a y s  fo ll o w e d  and 
c h i l d r e n  decided things w o u l d  be much easier with o nl y one 
partner. So w i t h i n  the week, four p a i r s  bega n wo rk i n g  on
them: K r i s t e n  and Abbie; Ed and Mick; Derek and Mick; and
Dawn a n d  Katy.
O n e  mornin g a few days later I asked Dawn and Katy 
about the huge f i v e - p a g e  p r o j e c t  they we r e  making while  
sp r a w l e d  on the floor.
Judy: What are y o u  doing?
Katy: We don't w a n n a  color the whole house, so we made
a guy p a  i nt i n g !
Judy: Good idea, maybe he'll color it for you!
Who thou g h t  of that? That's funny!
Katy: Dawn.
Judy: Oh, Dawn, y o u ’re funny!
Katy: She just said, "I h a v e  a great idea...."
Hi g h e r - l e v e l  thinking p r o c e s s e s  c o m e  in ma n y  guise s 
(Daiute 1989). I need to c o n t i n u a l l y  remin d my self, as 
well, of Howard G a r d n e r ' s  cautio n: look in s p e c i f i c  contexts  
for d i f f e r e n t  k i n d s  of intel l i g e n c e s  as there' s p r e c i o u s  
little transfer a c r o s s  co nt en t areas. I am not s u r e  I agree 
with this. But I do know there is transfer from o n e  meaning 
making si t u a t i o n  to another of what Ve ra J o h n - S t e i n e r  calls 
"motivational a m bi ance" (John -Stei ner 1985, 3 A ). Li k e  the 
p h y s i c i s t  e x a m i n i n g  a fractal, I need to see m i n u t e  and huge 
chunks of beh avior in many me an i n g  mak in g c o n t e x t s — contexts 
where the de ma nd s are different : v e r b a l / n o n - v e r b a l ;
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v i s u a 1/ k i n e s t h e t i c , and so o n — b e f o r e  I infer any c h i l d ' s  
ab i 1i t i e s .
It a p p e a r s  that D a w n ' s  ski ll s with wo rds and art 
mat er ials , skills that school legitimates, seed social 
con fi denc e.  Recall h o w  she initia ted p e a c e - m a k i n g  o v e r t u r e s  
toward the mural group w hile  she wa s  drawing. If Br ia n ' s  
s e n s i t i v i t y  to oth er s and his deep symb olic involvment, for 
example, were legit imated, might it influence his writin g?  
All these a b i l i t i e s — initiative, risk taking, deep sy mboli c 
involvement, e x p r e s s i v e  sk ills verbal and non, as well as 
interperso nal s e n si tiviti es , m a t t e r  for li ter acy  growth 
w h e rever and w h e never they o c c u r .
Talkin' Turkey
One af t e r n o o n  b e f o r e  Thanks giving,  G e o r g e  W i n s t o n ’s 
"T ha nk sgivin g"  p l a y s  on the tape recor d e r  and I vid e o t a p e  
Mick and his t a blema te s Randy, Mark, Marissa, and Mandy, 
making tissue paper tu rk ey s from dittos. It appe a r s  that, 
on occa si on, being a s s i g n e d  a topic and be ing  free of 
w r i t t e n  words leaves c h i l d r e n  mor e  energy to spend on 
s u p p o s e d l y  pe rif eral talk, what Dyson, ton gue-in -cheek ,  
calls t i m e - o f f - t a s k .
Q u e s t i o n s  h er e are similar to the ones posed in block 
play. For example, what, b e s i d e s  an art project, is Mick 
making h e r e  that c o n n e c t s  to la nguag e gr owt h?  Below I 
include a tr anscript of the g r o u p ' s  c o n v e r s a t i o n  co nc e r n i n g  
how a turkey feels on T h a n ks giving:
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Randy: T h e  turkey's scared.
Mark: I think they feel a little bit nervous.
Judy: Ulhat do you m e a n  "s car ed" ? (Mick is smiling.)
Randy: I think they feel n e r v o u s  'cause they're g o n n a  be
c o o k e d .
Mark: I think they feel yukky 'cause I'm gonna eat 'em.
Mick: O n c e  I killed a turkey for Thank sgi ving.
Mandy: Y o u  know what, I ...my mom's
Mick: (He interrupts.) Only I lost my g u n  I
(u n i n t e l 1 i g i b l e )
Mandy: M y  mom d o e s n ' t  like s h o o t i n g  with the guns so
s h e  buys o u r s  at the superm arket .
Mick: I kill o u r s .
Marissa: Yeah, right (spoken sarc a s t i c a l l y ) .
Mick: UJell, I used to. But I don't any more.
Randy: If it's not this y e a r . . . I don't. ..then it's illegal.
Mick: It 's illegal. Yeah. But if it's other
years, it' s  illegal. Only on T h a n k s g i v i n g  you c a n  deer
hunt. But only on t h e  regular d a y s . . . b u t  if y o u ' r e  poor you 
c a n  s h o o t . . . i f  you h a v e  enough money to b u y  guns or make 
w e a p o n s .
Marissa: Gi rls d o e s n ' t  shoot turkeys.
Mick: I k n o w  they don't.
Marissa: Great. (She's re f e r r i n g  to M a n d y ' s  tissu e work and
the  whole c o n v e r s a t i o n  shifts).
Once again, M i c k  is te sting the limits  of p l a u s i b i l i t y
m u c h  like h e  did in the block bunch. To his cr edit though,
h e  is not tempting th e  b o u n d a r i e s  of a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s .
Just as free p l a y  time is legitimate in the language
a r t s  cl ass roo m, s o - c a l l e d  art "busy work" is l e g i t i m a t e — if
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it includes the three fre ed oms: to talk, to imagine, and to 
add kid -rules.
C o n s i d e r  the tissue c o l l a g e  incident; it is no less 
than a m i c r o c o s m  of our s o c i e t y  viewed th ro ug h the 
c h i l d r e n ' s  minds. They ta ckle the legal i t i e s  of guns, 
s h o o t i n g  game, the i m p l i ca ti ons of  p o v e r t y  and e x e m p t i o n s  to 
law, w o m e n ' s  ve rsus m e n ’s vi ews of shooti ng, w o m e n ' s  roles 
in meal p r e p a r a t i o n s ,  m o n e y  s u p p l y  and demand , to m e n t i o n  
onl y the mo r e  tangible issues. Th en there are the 
i n ta ngible  ones like "virtual power, " and even...joy.
"Virtual power" here is a spinoff fro m  the c r e a t i v e  
arts ar ena into the verbal arena. T hese c h i l d r e n  know they 
are al lo w e d  to talk during art making. T h e y  know they are 
e x p e c t e d  to ma ke their art prod u c t  p u b l i c — me an i n g  for self 
and others. (Though "public" do es not m e a n  "e xplain or 
d e s c r i b e  in wor ds." Ch ris never insists on verbal 
c o m m e n t / c r i t i q u e  of art work; she always invites it.) There 
a p p e a r s  to be a transfer of "power," a spinoff, fr om the 
p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  forms of m e a n i n g  making  (where wo rds are not 
necess ary ) to the 1 i n g u i s t i c / d i s c u r s i v e  form s (where wo rds 
p a r t i c i p a t e  in the meanin gs) .
What r e s o n a t e s  for me is c h i l d r e n ' s  s e e m i n g l y 
incidental immers io n in verbal meaning making. C e r t a i n l y  
the c h i l d r e n  in 1G have m an y o p p o r t u n i t i e s  to p r a c t i c e  talk 
wi t h i n  arts (and play) ventur es. Possibly,  then, they 
be c o m e  i n c r e as in gl y r e s p o n s e - a b l e  for their verbal m e a n i n g s
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as their artist ic  ones?
Jov beyond Measure...
How do I d e s crib e the intangible joy, perhaps 
a e s thetic experi en ce, that p e r m e a t e d  the roo m  and avoid  
s e n t i m e n t a l i t y ?  Dare I admit my  s e n s a t i o n  of fullness, of 
c h i l d r e n  b a t h e d  in sunlig ht, w h i s p e r i n g  to one another, as 
if sensing a rev e r e n c e  for each ot he r ' s  c o n c e n t r a t i o n ?
Yet I will admit seei ng c h i l d r e n  a p p r o a c h  what looks 
like a me ch a n i c a l  task in d i f f e r e n t  and thoughtful ways. 
K r i s t e n  s e l e c t s  a c o l o r e d  tissue square, s c r u n c h e s  it, dips 
it into glue, places it on her turkey ditto, then ru ns her 
p a l m  over it as if to re gister the effect "in body." Dawn 
tells me s h e ' s  making r e p e a t i n g  pa tt erns of the colors, like 
s h e  did e a r l i e r  in math. Katy, too. I o v e r h e a r  Mick 
co mment that his turkey  tail "has more life to it" onc e  he 
fl uffs up the tissue. I watch R a n d y  touch his work 
tenderly, as he adds eac h  tissue square. I ov erh ear two 
b o y s  spea ki ng  through the open wi n d o w  to frie n d s  at recess, 
"We're not comin g out now. W e ' r e  working on our collage. 
It's a w e s o m e  1"
And so on  across the room, c h i l d r e n  c r e a t e  and e v a lua te  
in va rious w a y s  that I'll never h a v e  s uffi ci en t time or 
insight to appreciate. I have to q u e s t i o n  any theory that 
c l a i m s  c h i l d r e n ' s  a e s t h e t i c  u n d e r s t a n d i n g s  are invari ant ly 
se quential (Parsons 1987). I respect  the dev elop menta l 
s k e l e t o n  of such theories, but distr u s t  their tendency to
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ov er g e n e r a l i z e .  C h i l d r e n  s ense m o r e  than they h ave words to 
express, in every respect, but sur el y in r e l a t i o n  to 
a e s t h e t i c  e xperi en ce, whether d i t t o - d r i v e n  or ope n-ended. 
Dawn and A s h l e y  he lped me see e x a m p l e s  of the latter.
One mo rni ng Da w n  was wo rk ing on her Martians' story.
She jumped up, stood be s i d e  her desk, h a n d s  on her hips, 
testing v a r i o u s  stateme nt s. W h e n  I asked her what she was 
doing. Sh e  explain ed, "1 see the mom. 1 kind of see 
it...I kind of hear it too. Yeah. But I'm not sure my mom 
would say that (what she'd w r i t t e n  so far), but I would say 
that. I know what s h e  kinda s a y s . . . w h e n  I go, 'Hurry u p 1.' 
she goes, 'OK! OK! O K ! '" With this, she p l u n k e d  he rs elf  
do w n  and con t i n u e d  writing.
O n e  a f t e r n o o n  A s h l e y  te a r f u l l y  asked C h r i s  to play the 
"storm musi c" over because, "My p a i n t i n g ' s  bad, I didn't let 
the music in." Her tablemates' pastel c r a y o n  work was 
fluid, full of h eavy lines for the eye of the s t o r m  and then 
lighter s t r o k e s  for the calm. It appeare d that As hley felt 
that her con tr olled , u n i f o r m  lines were less e x p r e s s i v e  and 
she wa n t e d  to try again. Of course, she could.
What c l a s s r o o m  e t h o s  s u p p o r t s  whate ver aes t h e t i c  joy 
and/or art p r o c e s s e s  are alive he re?  Such e t h o s  is less a 
"what" than a "when": less a "thing" than the s e n s a t i o n  of
time and spa ce  put on-hold. Art p h i l o s o p h e r  N e l s o n  Goodman  
su g g e s t s  that we a vo id the question, "What is art?" and ask 
instead, "When is art?" In 1G, "when" m e a n s  that a
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q u a l i t a t i v e l y  dif f e r e n t  sp i r i t  en ve lo ps the place, w h e n  
c h i l d r e n  can, in P au lo F r e i r e ' s  terms, "name their worlds " 
in ways m o r e  natural p e r h a p s  than writing, w he n lights 
soften, mu sic  plays, voices  temper, p r o d u c t  e x p e c t a t i o n s  
relax, w h e n  "t here's a kind of h u s h — all over" the scene. 
T i m e - O u t  for Art
Then, too, there's the sheer joy of "time out" for art. 
Am az i n g l y ,  c h i l d r e n  are able to tailor these times to their 
needs, and, p e r h a p s  because, the co her e n t  c l a s s r o o m  
s t r u c t u r e  and p h i l o s o p h y  are se c u r e  en ough to wit h s t a n d  
m o d e r a t e  d e v i a t i o n s  from "the way we do things in here."
This c l a s s r o o m  is atypical in its o p e n - e n d e d n e s s  but this 
free d o m  h a s  its price. Few d i t t o s  are used, few skills' 
sheets p i l e  high, f r e q u e n t l y  c h i l d r e n  head ho m e  e m p t y - h a n d e d  
be ca u s e  most of their work is "in progr e s s . "  In sum, 
c l o s u r e  is a rare c o m m o d i t y  here, much like in real life. 
Hence p l a y  and w ha t looks like "busy work" b e c o m e  r e f u g e s  
wh e r e  it's l egi ti mate to take time out and just "be."
In fact, I think it was just this time-ou t that 
e n c o u r a g e d  Mick an d  Chris to relax and chat. In the s tory  
chapter, Ch ri s had planne d that the c h i l d r e n  would g l u e  
their t u r k e y  d i t t o s  onto m u r a l s  and "make a story to go with 
them." Mic k let d o w n  his g uar d and talked whe n C h r i s  sat 
next to him. E x c e r p t e d  p o r t i o n s  of this chat re ap pear here 
to il lu s t r a t e  what a r e c e p t i v e  mood can do for both child 
and teacher.
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Mick: I d on 't  really wan t  to do a s t o r y ... b e c a u s e  I
don't like do ing s t o r i e s  that much. (Pause.)
Chris: Ar e  you good at d o i n g  storie s?
Mick: No.
Chris: Ahhh.... T h e r e ' s  on ly one big proble m. I think
yo u ' r e  very good at telling sto ri es... . 'Cause you u s u a l l y  
h a v e  very d i f f e r e n t  and interest in g d e t a i l s  that other 
p e o p l e  don't think of. Wh at do you think of that?
Mick: Well, I d o n ’t k n o w . . . i t ' s  just that I don't, like my
s t o r i e s  that much. It's ok in w r i t i n g  process, but with 
other things, I don't wa n t  to write.
Chris: What do you like wr iti ng s t o r i e s  about in writ ing
pr oc es s?
Mick: Well, it gives yo u mor e of a c h a n c e  (he looks at
C h r i s  long and hard here).
Chris: C h a n c e  to what?
Mick: More of a c h a n c e . . . a  ch anc e to get r e a d y  to do
like real s t o r i e s  in yo ur life...I like to do o n e  stor y and 
I sta y  on a story.... I don't like doing d i f f e r e n t  st or ie s 
at once.
Next Mick ann ounced  that he did hav e a s t o r y  idea and 
m a r c h e d  toward the mural table m u r m u r i n g  s o m e t h i n g  about 
"stoled g o l d . . . y o u  know, about how the P i l g r i m s  stole the 
go ld!" P e r h a p s  he was impress ed by the gold m e t a l l i c  b u c k l e  
he mad e for his  Pi lg r i m  ha t earlier? P e r h a p s  the legal 
ideas du ring the "I kill our turkey" d i s c u s s i o n  triggered 
these? Who knows? W h atever , it a p p e a r s  that Mick is 
f r e q u e n t l y  o v e r w h e l m e d  by the call for wrifcter story, and 
that his e x p e c t a t i o n s  for himself e x c e e d  his p e r f o r m a n c e  at 
this time.
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In effect, h e  is p l e ad ing for the n o n - 1 i n g u i s t i c  joy he
n e e d s  to b a l a n c e  h i s  school ex perience. To use Nel
N o d d i n g s 1(1984) terms:
For s t u d e n t s  to engage a subject m a t t e r  dir ectl y,  they 
must b e  free o f  the m e d i a t i o n  s u p p l i e d  by the pre cise 
objective s.  Subject m a t t e r  should not a l w a y s  be a 
thing to be ana lyzed and mastered. It may b e  p o s si ble  
for almos t all students to have at least an occasional
I-Thou r e l a t i o n  with s u b j e c t  mattei o c c a s i o n s  in which
s t u d e n t  and subject  meet without p r e s t a t e d  obj e c t i v e  
and in which the subject speaks to the s t u d e n t  (146).
Wr i t i n g  can app ear o v e r w h e l m i n g l y  c o n v e n t i o n - b o u n d ,
p r e s c r i p t i v e  to s o m e  children, dic ta ting the d o ' s  and
d o n ’t's f r o m  the p r i n t  c u l t u r e  that s u r r o u n d s  them. Though
C h r i s  and I sing t h e  glories o f  en vi ronment al  pr in t, of
invented s p e lling and so on, f o r  some c h il dren, this is an
adult si ng-along. To these c h i l d r e n  s t r u g g l i n g  to enter the
print game, it a p p e a r s  f r u s t r a t i n g l y  co mplex. It is no
accident  that D o n a l d  Graves (1983) titled a book, Ulr i t i n g ;
Te ac he rs & C h i l d r e n  at W o r k . Ce rta in  c h i l d r e n  c a n  make only
br i e f  c o m m i t m e n t s  to playing b y  the r u l e s  be fore they need
to opt out far their own g a m e s  which m a y  not be in sync with
c l a s s r o o m  goals.
Work in the c r e ative  a r t s  provides a legitimate,
thoughtful, joyful, and g e n e r a t i v e  b a l a n c e . ..along the
c o n t i n u u m  of c o g n i t i v e  acts, not as o p p o s e d  to them. I
doubt I'll forget h o w  Mick p r a n c e d  t o w a r d s  that s t o r y  mural,
or how B r i a n  w h i s t l e d  his w a y  across the room to h i s  writing
folder i m m e d i a t e l y  following a sp ac e - w a l k  moving experienc e,
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or h o w  the c l a s s  begg ed C hris to invite p a r e n t s  to see their 
T h a n k s g i v i n g  i m p r o v i s a t i o n  "'cause it'll be g o n e  forever 
w h e n  w e' re done."
Cognitive Jov
That as p e c t  of "joy" c o n s i d e r e d  next is the one 
N o d d i n g s  terms as "affect," not emotion. For Noddings, 
"affect" is "the c o n s c i o u s  s u b j e c t i v e  aspect of experienc e" 
(198^, 132). Such a d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  "affect" and
"emotion" e m p h a s i z e s  the c o g n i t i v e  r e f l e c t i v i t y  involved in 
the joyful e x p e r i e n c e .  R e f l e c t i v i t y  implies a going- 
b et ween; hence, the joyful e x p e r i e n c i n g  I intend to show 
inv olves  c h i l d r e n ' s  doing the thing and r e f l e c t i n g  on their 
doing. The r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  the doing and the 
r e f l e c t i n g — and the c h i l d r e n ' s  grow i n g  ab il i t y  to think and 
talk about this r e l a tions hi p, se ems to be what is joyful.
□r at least this is the aspect of joy that d e m a n d s  
c o n s i d e r a t i o n  in any d i s c u s s i o n  of language learning.
David E l k i n d  (1981) c o n t e n d s  that the cent ral task of 
e d u c a t i o n  is to f a c i l i t a t e  the a c q u i s i t i o n  of three things  
for the child: of k n o w l e d g e  (a s y s t e m  of c o n s t r u c t i n g  
c o n c e p t s  a bou t the world), of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  (a system of 
c o n s t r u c t i n g  imita t i o n s  and a s s ociat io ns), and of m e a n i n g s  
(a s y s t e m  of r e l a t i o n s h i p s  b e t w e e n  k n ow le dge and 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s ) .  L ike Elkind, I argue that it is the 
s e c o n d  two a r e n a s  that are f r e q u e n t l y  neg l e c t e d  in 
schooling . Happ ily, 1G, is an exception. H e r e  explicit
lt^f
a t t e n t i o n  is g i v e n  to r e l a t i o n s h i p s  betw e e n  the 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  and the m e a n i n g s — as these c o n n e c t  to the 
world and to the maker. S uch a t t e n t i o n  fuels a cogni ti ve  
joy— if such an idea can be held g i n g e r l y  in mind.
If, in c r e a t i v e  work with s h a d o w  pup pets for example, 
learners e x p e r i e n c e  joy, th e n  they s t a n d  a c h a n c e  of se ek in g 
this r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi t h i n  other learning e x p e r i e n c e s — in 
particula r,  with ideas. A b o v e  all, I intend to avoid any 
split-brai ne d, left versus r i g h t - b r a i n e d  a r g u m e n t s  for or 
against learning anything. How then can I m a k e  peace with 
this age- o l d  d u a l i t y  of intellect "versus'1 intuition?
By re fu si ng to take sides, in th is stance, I am not 
alone. T h i nk er s as far ba ck as Plato (1987) su gg e s t  there 
is o v e r l a p  b e t w e e n  the two p h e n o m e n a  of intellect and 
intuition. (See Dewey 193A; Eisner 1979, 1985; G i l l i g a n  
19B2; N o d d i n g s  and Shore (1984-); P e r k i n s  1981; and St einer 
1985). But for the latter to function , a "time-out" for 
re c e p t i v i t y  must exist. In this r e c e p t i v e  state, the 
learner makes time for a r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een self and 
subject, no ma t t e r  what the nature of  the subject.
Ho pef ully, in any learning situation, just as in cr eat ive  
work, the learner expe c t s  to ask, wh at can I m a k e  of this? 
Wi th in  such an experie nc e, then, the learner invests self, 
and b e g i n s  to "care." This "care" a p p e a r s  to induce that 
q u a l i t y  of "joy" that f o l l o w s  c r e a t i v e  art work, even though 
this new "joy" may  be r e l a t e d  to c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  cog nitive
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s u b j e c t  matter.
On c e  ho oke d on  joy in the c r e a t i v e  arts' classroom, 
le a r n e r s  may d e m a n d  it of learning in general. They who 
know the power of making me an i n g  in caring  wa ys become  the 
best d e t e c t o r s  o f  a l i e n a t i n g  learning situa tions. Even 
C h r i s  confes sed, " S om etimes  I feel mys e l f  faking  it in a 
w r i t i n g  c o n f e r e n c e  with a child. I c a n ’t b e l i e v e  I said 
that. But when w e  work in m o v e m e n t — never. You can't fake 
that. It remi n d s  me how le arn ing's  su pposed to feel."
J o h n  Dewey (1934) d e s c r i b e s  "an (educative) ex perience" 
in w a y s  similar to Noddings' co ncept of joyful, caring 
l e a r n i n g .
A n  e x p e r i e n c e  has a u n i t y . ..that is neithe r emotional, 
practical, nor intellectual, for these t erms name 
d i s t i n c t i o n s  that r e f l e c t i o n  c a n  ma ke w i t h i n  it.... In
final import they (experiences) are all intellectual. 
But in their actual o c c u r r e n c e  they were emo tional  as 
well.... No thinker c a n  ply h i s  o c c u p a t i o n  save as he 
is lured and reward ed by total integral e x p e r i e n c e s  
that are i n t r i n s i c a l l y  worth while.... T h i n k i n g  goes 
on  in tr ains of ideas, but the ideas form a train on ly 
b e c a u s e  they  are much mo re than what an a n a l y t i c  
p s y c h o l o g y  c a l l s  ideas. They are phases, e m o t i o n a l l y  
and p r a c t i c a l l y  di st inguish ed , of a d e v e l o p i n g  
u n d e r l y i n g  qua l i t y  (37).
C o g n i t i v e  c o n n e c t i o n s  to language growth c o u l d  be made 
for m u c h  of w h a t ' s  to follow, but I'll not p a u s e  to make 
ma n y  b e c a u s e  it w o u l d  break the mood I'm i nterest in g in 
sh a rin g:  that d a n c e  of m e a n i n g  c h i l d r e n  so e a g e r l y  embrace 
if g i v e n  the chance.
M o r e  importantly, I wan t  to p r e s e n t  the c l a s s r o o m  as a
s p a c e  w h e r e  a n y t h i n g  can happen, w h e r e  words and numbers
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d a r e  not c l a i m  an e x c l u s i v e  hold on meaning, w he re
p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  f orms as well as d i s c u r s i v e  forms "count" for
literacy. In her p a s s i o n a t e  book, The Dial ec tic of F r e e d o m .
M a x i n e  G r e e n e  (198S), like Noddings, wa rns of an ov erly
c o g n i t i v e  thrust to edu cation.
The im plicat io ns for e d u c a t i o n  hav e  had to do with 
c o g n i t i o n — with logical thinking, the r e s o l u t i o n  of 
moral dilemmas, the mas te ry of interpersonal rules.... 
The p r o b l e m  with this hi ghl y c o g n i t i v e  f o c u s  in the 
c l a s s r o o m  has in part to do w it h what it excludes.
Also, it has to do with  whether or not r e a s o n i n g  is 
en oug h w he n it c o m e s  to acting in a r e si st ant world, or 
o p e n i n g  fi el ds of p o s s i b l i t i e s  among which pe o p l e  may 
c h o o s e  to c h o o 5 e . . . . I t  seems c l e a r . . . t h a t  young p e o p l e  
need the o p p o r t u n i t y  to pr oject t hem se lves in rich 
h yp o t h e t i c a l  wo r l d s  created by  their own i m a g i n a t i o n  or 
those of d r a mat ic  arti s t s  (119).
In a s y m p a t h e t i c  vein, Dewey b e l i e v e d  that "mind" 
sh oul d be c o n c e i v e d  of as a verb: “ It deno t e s  all the wa ys 
in which we deal c o n s c i o u s l y  and e x p r e s s l y  with the 
s i t u a t i o n s  in which we find ourselv es" (193**, 263).
So the d a n c e  of mean i n g  includ es dress -u p play which 
h a p p e n s  at odd mo me n t s  w h e n  kids and teacher need a break. 
Dr es s- up p l a y  is f r e q u e n t l y  starred as one of the c h o i c e s  
for free p l a y  time during  the week and c h i l d r e n  improvise 
c o s t u m e s  and persona, singly, and together. During these 
episodes, neit h e r  C hr is nor I fi lmed or took n otes  b e c a u s e  
we  al way s p l a y e d 1.
Co 1 l a g e - m a k i n g , b ead  work, knot-ty ing, c r e a t i v e  
movement, i m p r o v i s a t i o n  on  themes, and pain ti ng occu rred 
f reque nt ly , but the m e d i u m  I chose to expl o r e  most cl os e l y
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w as clay.
C l a v . The first m o r n i n g  the c h i l d r e n  e x p l o r e d  clay in 
the classro om, I w i t n e s s e d  the d i s t i n c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  
im i tat io n and r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .  T hese d i s t i n c t i o n s  then 
allo w e d  me to a p p r e c i a t e  what m a n y  boys were d oing in their 
w r i t t e n  stories. They  never intended to imi t a t e / c o p y  story 
f or m as I know it. Instead, they r e p r e s e n t e d / s u g g e s t e d  the 
p a r t s  that were importan t to them, the pa rts  they knew in 
their ow n  ways.
Th e  va lue  a t t ac hed to imitat io n is an adult one  and a 
f a i r l y  recent on e h i s t o r i c a l l y .  With clay, some chi ldren 
set out to make what they know k i n e s t h e t i c a l 1y , or through 
direct physical e xperi en ce, not n e c e s s a r i l y  what they  see.
In d r a w i n g  c h i l d r e n  re p r e s e n t  what they "know" h o w e v e r  they 
know it, rather than what they see. (I saw E l a i n e  d r a w  x-ray 
v e r s i o n s  of her house, with  s e e - t h r o u g h  wal ls  s h o w i n g  
b e d r o o m s  and the T h a n k s g i v i n g  turkey on the din in g room 
table! For a st udy of c h i l d r e n ' s  visual thinking, see 
H ub b a r d  1989). Simil arly, c h i l d r e n ' s  m u l i t i p l e  wa y s  of 
knowing s hape  their c l a y  products.
Wh et h e r  the m e d i a  be t w o- dimens io nal, like w r i t i n g  and 
drawin g, or t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l ,  like clay, prod u c t  intentions 
ap pear fu eled by c o o p e r a t i v e  influences. The s c u l p t o r s  in 
1G sha re d a kinship with s c u lp to r Carl ey  Craig (see 
i l l u s t r a t i o n  Fi gu re 4- below): "My s c u l p t u r e  se eks to
abs tract  the action, or energy, of a body. No ef fort is
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ma de to record the p h y si ca l bone s t r u c t u r e "  (Lo ovos 1988, 
26) .
In the sp i r i t  of professi onal s c u l p t o r  Cr a i g ,  the 
c h i l d r e n ' s  s c u l p t u r e s  in vi ted us to r e a d  them a s  shadows on 
c h i l d r e n ' s  cave walls, as the im portant parts, to them— of 
what they  know, ho we v e r  t h e y  know it— about h o w  their b o d i e s  
m o v e .
Not all the c h i l d r e n  w ere s a t i s f i e d  with their clay 
re pres e n t a t i o n s ,  b u t  many were. T h e y  asked, "Do we have to 
wreck it?" "Can I take it home?" " C a n  I let it harden?" 
“What a r e  you g o i n g  to do with them?" "Where will you put
Figure
"One Step at a Time"
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them?" Chris had to n e g o t i a t e  w i t h  them to leave their work 
on  d i s p l a y  in the c l a s s r o o m  "just until Pa rents' Nig ht."
Concepts In-Formation.
Mi nu te s b e f o r e  one s c u l p t i n g  ex peri e n c e ,  Chris invited 
the c h i ld ren to move in ma n y  ways so that w hat might h a v e  
b e e n  si mply in fo rm a t i o n  b e c a m e  c o n c e p t s  in -format io n  
(Gerhardt 1973). C h i l d r e n  v o l u n t e e r e d  and d e m o n s t r a t e d  
their moves for each ot her: walk, kick, run, skip, gallop, 
jump, punch, walk on wto knees, do a bridge, do a pencil  
into a s w i m m i n g  pool, do a b u t t e r f l y  into a pool, twist, 
hand s t a n d ,  roll, wi g g l e  ears, hop o n  one leg, stretch, swim, 
w i g g l e  nose, toes, do a c annonba ll , dance, sit, summer sau lt, 
jumping jack, mo v e  wrists, crawl, b a c k w a r d s  bridge, stand*
Then C h r i s  said " make  any o n e  mo vem ent and wh en you 
hear the cymbal, freeze, and look at your b o d y  p o s i t i o n  
c a r e f u l l y . "  W h e n  the c h i l d r e n  did this, C h r i s  hit the 
c y m b a l  agai n and said, "Get a lump of clay and make y o u  body 
s h a p e  just as you r e m e m b e r  it!" C h i l d r e n  s c a m p e r e d  and 
s c u lp ed . B e l o w  are my h a s t i l y  s k e t c h e d  i mpr es sions of the 
c h i l d r e n ' s  c l a y  work that morning (Figure S ) :
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In sum, ch ildren m a d e  me aning in several forms: they 
p a r t i c i p a t e d  in a p h y s i c a l  e x p e r i e n c e  first, the body 
mo vements. A d d  to that the con ce ptual, i n t e l l e c t u a l , 
abstract s y m b o l i z i n g  in a d i ff er ent medium, the clay work. 
Lastly, t hey  s e l f - e v a l u a t e d  their proc e s s  and products, the 
verbal  work.
The q u e s t i o n  r e m a i n s :  How mi ght work w i t h  clay or other 
c r e a t i v e  a r t s  media c o n n e c t  to literacy?
Small Talk. Bio Ideas:
Literacies in the Creative Arts Classroom
In the opening p a s s a g e s  of this chapter, I mentioned  
t hat  a r t m a k i n g  in 1G w a s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by c h i l d r e n ' s  talk, 
t alk  of a d i f f e r e n t  s o r t  than I w a s  used to. The s e c t i o n  to 
f o l l o w  i n v i t e s  you to eav es drop,  and c o n s i d e r  this: 
ar tm ak ing n u d g e s  c h i l d r e n  toward c o m p l i c a t e d  ideas, ideas 
that appear so deeply e x p e r i e n c e d  that they w r e s t l e  to 
a r t i c u l a t e  t h e m  verbally, even though no su ch demand is 
made. ( Fr equen tl y invited, of course. Recall, this is 
language a r t s  time!)
Mhat l e v e l s  of awa r e n e s s ,  what criteria, do c h i ld ren 
the ms el ves b r i n g  to t h e i r  c r e ative arts work in 1G? It is 
a p p r o p r i a t e  to look for their s e l f - i m p o s e d  c r i t e r i a  in their 
work. I m a k e  no d i s t i n c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  p r o d u c t i o n  and 
p e r c e p t i o n  here. Sim ply, what f o l l o w s  are d e s c r i p t i o n s  and 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s  of the i s s u e s / c r i t e r i a  I saw dif feren t 
c h i l d r e n  w o r k i n g  with at dif ferent times. T h e  terms are
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mine, art p h i l o s o p h e r  N e l s o n  G o o dman' s (I960), or c o m m o n  to 
c r e a t i v e  e n d e a v o r s  in g e n eral , but the issues are the 
ch ildren's:
P r o b l e m  P o s i n g — What is the na ture o f  the p r o b l e m s  that 
the child initiates? H er e are in clu ded qu alities of 
selection, ab straction, focus.
Recall M i c k ' s  r e s p o n s e  to a c l a s s m a t e ' s  question, "What
was ha rd . . . a n d  what was e a s y  in wri ting?" He stated that
d e c i d i n g  what to write about was easy. D e c i d i n g  what to say
was hard! Recall , too, what Brian w a n t e d  to learn to do
b e t t e r  in wr it in g: "write tu rkeys and lobsters. " The na ture
of the  pro bl e m s  these two b o y s  posed for themselve s in
w r i t i n g  s u g g e s t s  different u n d e r s t a n d i n g s  of the medium.
"It took us two days to find it (a g ood title for the
pl a y  Daw n  and K a t y  wr ote).... Nothing s a i d  all the s t u f f  we
n e e d e d ... ge tt i n g  up, the th ings on the b u s , . . . t h e  tricks on
the boys.... Our p l a y 's ... urn. . . it tells the whole day!"
S uch  was the p r o b l e m  these c h i l d r e n  p o s e d  for themselves:
their title n e e d e d  to in clu de many ideas in few words.
Their solution, "Our Best Day"!
E x p r e s s i v e n e s s — ( G o od ma n 19&B) D o e s  the work c o n v e y  
emotion, mo od? Does the child r e s p o n d  to this?
"My p a i n t i n g ' s  bad, I didn't let the mu sic in." Ashley
e v a l u a t e d  the s t o r m  dr awi ng  she made as m u s i c  played. She
was d i s s a t i s f i e d  with her contro lled,  g e n t l e  lines in
c o n t r a s t  to her tablemates' freer, da rker strokes.
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"That b o o k ' s  like the o th er  one." Randy c o m m e n t s  about 
a book by the s a m e  illustrator, b e f o r e  the il lus tr ator's 
name w a s  menti o n e d .  An e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  common o b s e r v a t i o n  
in this class room. He "reads" e x p r e s s i v e  f e a t u r e s  of 
a n o t h e r ' s  work.
"This book m a k e s  me fe el pretty inside." Crystal re ac ts 
to o t h e r ' s  e x p r e s s i v e  intentions.
"I finishe d th e smell!" Ed r e c o g n i z e d  his attempt to 
c a p t u r e  the e l u s i v e  quality o f  smell (Figure 6) as  he drew 
Ro tt en  Ja ck 's n o t i c e a b l e  d e t e r i o r a t i o n !
“R o t t e n  Jack is rot t e n  now. Ms. Gaud et t h r e w  hi m o u t . "
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R e p 1e t e n e s s — (Goodman 1968) Does the work c a p i t a l i z e  
on the p o t e n t i a l s  in her ent  in the medium?
"It has mor e life to it now." M i c k  comments on his
turkey c o l l a g e  a f t e r  he f l u f f e d  up the tissue s q u a r e s  he'd
glued to the tail. Both q u a l i t i e s  of e x p r e s s i v e n e s s  and
r e p l e t e n e s s  appear involved in this s e 1f — c r i t i q u e .
"I just did." Dawn w r o t e  this p o e m  (Figure 7), her
first, w r i t t e n  at home, the same day C h r i s  had w r i t t e n  a
similar one  (Figure 8), f o llow in g a w h o l e  class move-like-a-
leaf exp er ie nce. This s t a t e m e n t  was D a w n ' s  an sw er to my
question, "How did you know how a p o e m  looked?"
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111 liked it... a fe eling." Dawn r e s p o n d s  to my 
question, "How did it feel w h e n  you f i n i s h e d  (your poem)?" 
She is expressing,  in her way, the e x p r e s s i v e n e s s  and 
r e p l e t e n e s s  of a poetic  exp er ience.
"I'm gonna do it over b e c a u s e  it's stupid." Crystal 
cr i t i q u e s  her cl a y  figure. S h e  ap pea red d i s s a t i s f i e d  with 
her two- d i m e n s i o n a l  tec hni qu es in a t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l  
medium, be ca us e s h e  proc eeded to work o u t  a three- 
d im en sional  shape. Below sh e  begins the work she later 
found "stupid."
L e v e l  of S y m b o l i c  I n v o l v e m e n t — How d o e s  the child
e n t e r  the c r e a t i o n — f r o m  the inside or the o u t side?
E i t h e r  can s h o w  growth, for example:
"Eve ry time the class a c t s  something out, I just dream 
like it's really true." C r y s t a l  reacts to the T h a n k s g i v i n g  
drama. Clearly s h e  can c o n c e n t r a t e  and f o c u s  d u r i n g  
mov em en t activities.
"I felt like 1 was p r e t e n d i n g . "  N i c k  c o m m e n t s  on the 
same T h a n k s g i v i n g  drama. He w a s  not d i s s a t i s f i e d  with the 
exp er ienc e.  Instead, he was e v e n  more a w a r e  than Crystal of 
its i n t e n t i o n a l l y  symbolic fo rm. Such a rea ct ion s ho ws  that 
c r e a t i v e  work is not s y m p t o m m a t i c  of a p e r s o n ' s  inner state, 
but is p u r p o s e f u l l y  symbolic. A mature d i s t i n c t i o n — for a 
first g r a d e r  or a n y  of us— tha t  sets a p a r t  "art" f r o m  non- 
art. A s  Robert De Niro, "a c o n t e m p o r a r y  Brando," admits of 
c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n , "In e v e r y t h i n g  you do, there's alw ay s a 
part of you. You d r a w  on that. It d o e s n ' t  mean y o u  become
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that person " (Carr 1988, 80).
"I Mas laughing in s i d e  me." B ri an r e s p o n d s  to m o v i n g  
like an astro naut. He, too, is d e e p l y  involved in s y m b o l i c  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .  And, to defy a n y  who might claim that hi s 
w o r k  is s y m p t o m m a t i c  not intentional, I h a v e  seen a 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s  about his  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of hi ms e l f  a c r o s s  
media,  as well. For example, h i s  r e s p o n s e s  to "Me" in 
drawin g, mov em ent, and in clay e x h i b i t e d  s i m i l a r  body p o s e s  
and facial ex pressio ns .
T i m e / E f f o r t — Does the child a p p r e c i a t e  that these
q u a l i t i e s  are intrin sic to m u c h  goad w o r k ?
"Haw m a n y  days did Lit take] you Cto] do it?" C r y s t a l  
q u e s t i o n s  an  adult who read to the class a lovely book that 
s h e ' d  w r i t t e n  and illus trated about a huge tr ee in the 
schoolyar d.  Crystal a p p r e c i a t e s  the time and care invol ve d 
to make s o m e t h i n g  good.
“Skill. Don't rush. T w e n t y - f i v e  da y s . "  These a r e  
M i c k ' s  c r i t e r i a  for wha t  it takes to write a good book.
"It might ta ke me all year!" (Ed plans  his vacation 
s t o r y ...which  he a b a n d o n e d  for the shark adventure. B u t  
suc h  a p r o n o u n c e m e n t  s h o w s  a w a r e n e s s  of the time c r e a t i v e  
wor k  can t a k e . )
"Don't dist u r b  me for two we eks , Judy. I'm w r i t i n g  
s o meth in g imp ortant." El aine w a r n s  me, the ubiquitous 
e t h n o g r a p h e r ,  who i n a d v e n t e n t 1y i nterr up ted many a r t i s t i c  
v e n t u r e s .
P r o b l e m  S o l v i n g — D o e s  the c h i l d  fo llow through, at
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least o c c a s i o n a l l y ?
"I was s t u c k  four d a y s  on this page. I had in my mi n d  
to m a k e  a good idea. That they (Marti ans in the story she 
is writing)  w e r e  blind. Bu t...I was t h i n k i n g ...how could I 
look another w a y ?  Did you ever see The G n o m e m o b i l e ?
T h e y 1 r e  in a b i g  pe rs on's car so e v e r y t h i n g ' s  big. I t ’s
funny. These p e o p l e  know it. It's a mo vi e . . . . "
Re call how D a w n  solved her p e r s p e c t i v e  p r o b l e m  (Figure 9).
F i g u r e  9 
" E v e r y b o d y  st ar ed at me."
T r a n s m e d i a t  ion— D oe s the child u n d e r s t a n d  and/or 
express i deas  in d i f f e r e n t  forms?
"One g r o u p  didn't do words." Such were Br ian's
c o m m e n t s  f o l l o w i n g  the i mp rovised  T h a n k s g i v i n g  drama. C h r i s
a s k e d  him, "Did they need to? Co uld  you tell they were
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hav ing  the T h a n k s g i v i n g  feast?" Brian p a u s e d  a moment then
decided: "Yep."
R i s k - t a k i n g — D o e s  the child try new t h i n g s  beyond 
h i s / h e r  c o n v e nt ional r e p e r t o i r e ?
"We didn't h ave . . . 1 i k e . . . u m  . . . 1 i ke p r o ps.. ..  It's 
kinda h a r d e r  and w e  were r ea dy for s o m e t h i n g  harder."
Ed 's c r i t i q u e  of the T h a n k s g i v i n g  improvisat ion.
"We never had a h a r d . . . w e  n e v e r  had a h a r d  play before. 
And this on e we had to say our o w n  wo rds . . . . "  Kristen 
ag ree s w i t h  Ed that the T h a n k s g i v i n g  drama w a s  a new 
c h a l l e n g e .
C o l l a b o r a t i v e  N a t u r e  of I n v e n t i o n —  Is the child 
g r o w i n g  aware of the co ntrib u t i o n s ,  h o w e v e r  tacit, that 
o t h e r s  have m a d e  to his/her work?
"In o u r  group, w e  tried e a c h  other's ideas." Mandy
r e s p o n d s  to my q u esti on , "How di d  you dec i d e  on  the de si gn ?"
E v a l u a t i o n — Doe s  the child e v a l u a t e  o w n  and o t h e r s ’ 
work in light of deve l o p i n g  c r e a t i v e  c r i t e r i a ?
"I liked your play. You a l l . . . y o u  all didn't ha ve the
same v o i c e s . "  K r i s t e n  cr i t i q u e s  the shadow players'
po rtrayal of d i f fe rent characters' c o n v ersat io n.
"I di dn 't re ally like it b e c a u s e  I c o u l d n ' t  make it
like it w as ." Dawn ev a l u a t e s  t h e  d i s ta nc e b e t w e e n
in te ntio ns  and r e s u l t s  in her c l a y  figure.
"I ne eded more time." D a w n  e v a lu at es her work
f o llow in g the a s t r o n a u t  moveme nt activity. Again, she is
a wa re  of th e d i f f e r e n c e  between h e r  int entions and her
actual efforts.
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"It's like a lightbulb in your head, cli ck!" Mick
e x p l a i n s  his u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of reading a hard wo rd in a
p r o f e s s i o n a l  a u t h o r ' s  book. His a w a r e n e s s  that a media
t r a d i t i o n a l 1y c o n s i d e r e d  discursi ve , c a n  be appreh e n d e d
p r e s e n t a t i o n a l l y , ho 1i s t i c a 1 l y , like a painting, is an
e v a l u a t i v e  act in itself.
C a r e —  Is th e  child g r o w i n g  in s e n s i t i v i t y  to other 
people, things, and ideas? Is the child pe rs o n a l l y  
invested s o m e h o w ?  T h i s  concept includes r e s p o n s i v e n e s s  
to o t h e r s ’ intentions, like that "ensemble  playing" 
d e m o n s t r a t e d  in the s h a d o w  plays.
A s  I c o n s i d e r  all t h e s e  criteria, what s t r i k e s  me is 
that they are m o r e  an e v a l u a t i o n  of w h a t ' s  p a s s i b l e  in a 
c l a s s r o o m  than the y  are an e v a l u a t i o n  of any c h i l d ' s  growth. 
(Nor would I e x p e c t  to find many of t h e s e  q u a l i t i e s  
d e v e l o p i n g  in a n y  one c h i l d  at any one time. I'm simply on  
the l o o k o u t . )
No doubt D a v i d  Elkind (1981) w ould enjoy th is 
c l a s s r o o m ,  b e c a u s e  it s t a n d s  in c o n t r a s t  to what he d e p l o r e s  
m ost  in current ed ucational practice: "The most neglected
task i s ...provid ing c h i l d r e n  with the o p p o r t u n i t y  to 
r e p r e s e n t  their e x p e r i e n c e  in a va ri e t y  of ways. In the 
end, the truly e d u ca ted p e r s o n  is the o n e  who c a n  art i c u l a t e 
wh at it is he k n o w s  and h a s  learned" (813). T h e  bonus for 
v e r b a l  literacy comes w h e n  ch ildren  t h e m s e l v e s  n o t i c e  the 
c r i t e r i a  above and begin to talk about them.
Growth in a n  arts e x p e r i e n c e  is e x p l i c i t l y  literate 
p r e c i s e l y  to the extent that the c hild be come s a ware of
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these c r i t e r i a  and  begins to ve r b a l i z e  them. T h e  ability to 
s e p a r a t e  som e t h i n g  from the f l o w  of life, to c o n c e i v e  of it 
as “a thing I c a u s e d  to be mad e, " and to make thi s  new thing 
p r e s e n t  to ot he rs in words is critical to li ngu ist ic growth. 
K n o w i n g  in general involves seeing the self as agent. 
C r e a t i v e  work f o s t e r s  this a w a r e n e s s  b y  its ve r y  nature; but 
h a r n e s s i n g  langu ag e to a r t i c u l a t e  this awa reness links the 
art work to e x p l i c i t l y  liter a t e  functions.
I cannot c l a i m  that art work g e n e r a t e d  m a n y  ideas for 
writ i n g  in 1G, yet this is a comment b y  one who is trapped 
in adult time. Who knows w h e n  what g o e s  in as art  
e x p e r i e n c e  c omes out as c r i t i q u e  on th e  world, in print or 
o t h e r w i s e ?  That co nc ept of tim e  that de mands an immediate 
ret u r n  on inv estment is what Michael A p p l e  (1986) names 
financial c a p i t a l — a view of time that is s h o r t - r a n g e d , that 
p r i v i l e g e s  quick tu rn-around o f  cause an d effect, i.e., ca n  
be e v a l u a t e d  s oo n after instruction, d e a l s  with mini m u m 
risk, and a mass audience. Clearly, these c o n d i t i o n s  are 
a n a t h e m a  in 1G. Instead, this c l a s s r o o m  requires what A p p l e  
c al ls  s y m bo li c ca pital —  that long vie w of time tha t honors 
ri sk-taking , di r e c t  e xp erienc e,  experimental f o r m  and 
conten t, and is personal.  T h a t  view o f  time that defies 
quick eva lu atio n,  and d e m a n d s  q u a l i t a t i v e l y  d i f f e r e n t  
e v a l u a t i v e  techniques.
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I can claim, however, that c h i l d r e n  dive into diff er ent 
mental tasks with e n t h u s i a s m  f o l lo wing an art exper ience.
So I ca n say that the latter is g e n e r a t i v e  in dir ectly  for 
mental energy, "m otivationa l a m b i a n c e , "  for the s en se  of 
power over s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n ,  for the c h a n g e  of pace, sense of 
balanc e, in the exp er ience . Janet Em i g  <198*t-) s i d e s  with 
art p h i l o s o p h e r  Ne l s o n  G o o d m a n  wh en h e  calls the A m e r i c a n  
e ducat io na l sy s t e m  " h alf- br ained."  S h e  c o n t i n u e s  with 
c o n c e r n s  I share:
Th e s i t u a t i o n  may be ev e n  more  serious: Wh at if the 
s c h o o l s  r e q u i r e  s t u d e n t s  to be s p l i t - b r a i n e d  w h e r e  the 
learni ng of wr iting and complex ar t s  and s c i e n c e s  are 
c o n c e r n e d ?  Perh a p s  the only b a s e  for the c u r r i c u l u m  
sh ould be what r e s e a r c h  s u g gest s is l i te ra lly organic. 
And for the pr oc e s s  o f  writing, what is truly organic. 
L et' s b e g i n  to find out <369).
Work in the c r e a t i v e  arts is o r g a n i c  if o r g a n i c  means
to e n g a g e  w h o l e  sy st em s co opera t i v e l y ,  wh eth er the s y s t e m  be 
the h u m a n  being, one's tablemates, the c l a s s r o o m  commun ity, 
and so on. W i t h i n  this e n g a g e m e n t  at va ri o u s  levels, what I 
do see above all, is the c a r e  c h i l d r e n  invest in their own 
and others' p r o d u c t s  and ideas. A c u l t u r e  of car i n g  flows 
fr om the c h i l d r e n ’s prod uc ts , toward each other, to ideas. 
C o n si de r the art tea ch er 's comment s f o l l o w i n g  the cl ass's
T h a n k s g i v i n g  d ra ma she attended:
The t e n d e r n e s s  of the music and the c h i l d r e n ... the 
story through m o v e m e n t ... not o v e r p r e p a r e d  so the ed g e 
wa s still there. S e l e c t i v e  mov ement s.  I coul d 
u n d e r s t a n d  it all. I've never s e e n  young c h i l d r e n  do 
a n y t h i n g  like this. Mo r e  t e a c h e r s  should do it...seems 
so n a t u r a 1.
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"...seem s so n a tu ral." Not quite. Rather, so it is 
that one teacher d e f t l y  c h o r e o g r a p h s  that da nce of  meaning 
c h i l d r e n  en ter so na turally, to help them move be yond  
n a t u r e .
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C H A P T E R  V
M I N D  IN S C H O O L
H a w  I saw and w a s  able to d e s c r i b e  individual chi ld ren 
th ro ugho ut  this study, how I was able to u n d e r s t a n d  story 
from t h e i r  visions in chapter two, how I interpreted their 
play as  text in c h a p t e r  three, and how I d i s c e r n e d  their 
1i terat e/ a e s t h e t i c  s e n s i b i l i t i e s  in ch ap t e r  four, was 
largely a c o n s e q u e n c e  of ho w C h r i s  e n v i s i o n e d  time, space, 
and p o s s i b i l i t y  i n s i d e  1G.
W h a t  remains to be c h a r a c t e r i z e d  in this last chapter 
then, is not the i n d i v i d u a l s  Mick, Brian, Ed, and Dawn, 
though o r i g i n a l l y  I did pl an to s u m m a r i z e  each of their 
s ymb olic s i g n a t u r e s  here. In addition, I plan n e d  to ca pt ur e 
each c h i l d ’s m e a n i n g - m a k i n g  m a r k s  wit hi n an "e xpress iv e 
p o r t f o l i o , "  a c o l l e c t i o n  of the chil d ' s  work in writing, 
play, a n d  artmaking. Photos, w r i t t e n  work, videotape, 
au diotape, anecdotes, even ori gi nal a r t i f a c t s  c ould  be 
i n c l u d e d .
R e g a r d i n g  the s y m b o l i c  sign at ures, I now think them 
redund ant : they've b e e n  "signed" in this study already. You 
are i n v i t e d  to c o m e  to your o w n  in te r p r e t a t i o n s  per child. 
I've r e f l e c t e d  each child f ro m m u l t i p l e  a n g l e s —  
p r e s e n t a t i o n a l l y , in a sense, b o mb ar ding you with
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s i m u l t a n e o u s  visions. Their o r d e r i n g  and u l t i m a t e  me an i n g s  
r em ai n b e t w e e n  you and the c h i l d — as m e a n i n g s  al ways do in 
au t h e n t i c  teaching.
R e g a r d i n g  e x p r e s s i v e  p ortfo li os, Chris and I simply 
never got that far last year so I'll shift that plan into 
" d i r e c t i o n s  for f u t u r e  research."
Ulhat remain s to be e x p l o r e d  are cer t a i n  c h ar ac ter istics 
of the c l a s s r o o m  and their implications. Thus, issues even 
m ore  f und am ental than individual c o n f i g u r a t i o n s  of meaning 
m a k i n g — issues that at least need c o - e x i s t  with q u e s t i o n s  of 
how i nd iv iduals learn to mean in school, issues that e n a b l e  
or inhibi t uniqu e me an i n g  m a k i n g — a r e  c o n s i d e r e d  in this 
f i n a 1 ch a p  t e r :
* Th e  L a n g u a g e  Arts sh ar e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of Art in 
g e n e r a  1.
* Th e  c l a s s r o o m  ca n  be c o m pa re d to an e x p r e ss ive, living 
orga ni sm, just as langua ge can be c o m pa re d to an 
express iv e, living thing.
* " C h i l d - c e n t e r e d "  can be a s u s p e c t  term, an alias for a 
m u l t i t u d e  of q u e s t i o n a b l e  practices.
* L e a r n i n g  how to mea n in sp ec i f i c  school c o m m u n i t i e s  is 
the “basic c u r r i c u l u m "  for first graders.
* L i t e r a c y  lea rning is syst emic and coo p e r a t i v e :  C h i l d r e n  
c o o p t  e c l e c t i c  m e a n i n g - m a k i n g  sy st em s to reach their 
e x p r e s s i v e  goals.
* T h e  "New Bas i c s "  for L i t e r a c y  are  more fu nd amental  than 
s o u n d - s y m b o l  corr e s p o n d e n c e ,  the word, or any d i s c r e t e  
verbal features.
* Q u e s t i o n s  a bou t literacy u l t i m a t e l y  e m b r a c e  ques ti ons 
of learning and thinking.
* R e l a t i o n s  of power are ub iqu ito us, e v e n  overt in a 
s t u d y  that a d m i t s  to be ing advocacy.
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T h e  L a n g u a g e  A r t s  S h a r e  C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of Art
Thank fu lly, p h i l o s o p h i c a l  d o m a i n  d i s t i n c t i o n s  betwee n
the L a n g u a g e  Arts and Art are not relevant here. These
re ma in  as p r o b l e m m a t i c  for me as  for Lil y  T o m l i n / a l i a s
Trudy, the qu i n t e s s e n t i a l  bag lady in Th e Se arch for Signs
of Int el ligent  L if e in the U n i v e r s e  (Wagner 19B6). Imagine
Trudy trying to s h o w  d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  art and junk to
ali en v i s i t o r s  to our planet: She pluc ks  a st i c k y  soup can
from an a ll ey trash bin, and h o l d s  it up o p p o s i t e  a replic a
of And y W a r h o l ' s  n o w - i n f a m o u s  p a i nting of same. Trudy
e x p l a i n s  to the a u d i e n c e  that "they," the aliens, are
confused  by app eara nc es:
T h e y  find it hard to g rasp some things  that come 
e a s y  to us,
b e c a u s e  they s i m p l y  don't h a v e  our frame of reference.
I s h o w  'em this can of C a m p b e l l ’s tomato soup.
I say,
'Th is is s o u p . '
T h e n  I sho w 'em a p i c t u r e  of Andy W a r h o l ' s  p a i nting  
of a can  of C a m p b e l l ' s  tomato soup.
I say,
'This is a r t .'
'Th is is s o u p .*
‘And this is art.*
T he n  I s h u f f l e  the two b e h i n d  my back.
Now what is this?
N o ,
this is soup
and th is is a r t 1. (E9)
C o n f u s i o n s  aside, both d o m a i n s  —  L a n g u a g e  A r t s  and Art 
—  exhi b i t  e s se nt ial qua lities: Both the L a n g u a g e  Arts and 
Art intend meaning. Both h ave emotio nal resonance. Both 
invite immersion. Both s t r a i n  to ma ke pe rso nal forms
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public. Both take initiative, imagination, passion, and 
time. Both invite c r i t i q u e  of one's work in r e l a t i o n  to 
others'. Both incite wonder.
Thus, it is app r o p r i a t e ,  even essential, to approach 
the L a n g u a g e  Arts in a e s t h e t i c  ways both in our c l a s s r o o m 
p r a c t i c e s  and our ass e s s m e n t s .  P reviously, I've s p o k e n  of 
the "ethos" of 1G. At this point, I'll simply p l a n t  an idea 
bo r r o w e d  f r o m  John D e w e y  (1934), p e r h a p s  the s i n g l e  educator 
most r e s p o n s i b l e  for p r o c e s s  education.
He c l a i m e d  that A m e r i c a n s  confuse o b j e c t i v e  standards 
and o b j e c t i v e  judgment. The first c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  connotes a 
numerical a ccounting; the o ther does not.
The q u a l i t i e s  sh a r e d  by the L a n g u a g e  Arts and Art 
resist traditional m e a s u r e m e n t ,  though in a p a s s i o n a t e  
efficiency, we've s c u r r i e d  about m e a s u r i n g  what w e  could: 
number of correct v erb tenses, number of correct 
c a p i t a 1 i z a t i o n s , and the like. Not c a i n c i d e n t a l l y , of 
course, w e ' v e  then d o g g e d l y  p u r s u e d / t a u g h t  what w e  could 
m e a s u r e  f r e q u e n t l y  at the e x p e n s e  of other, a d m i t t e d l y  
elusive, "virtual things." As Tamara, m y  young, w i s e  piano 
teacher p u t s  it, "Judy, the notes are in b l a c k . . . t h e  music 
is in the spaces."
And so, h i s t o r i c a l 1y , w e ' v e  been sedu c e d  by 
e p i p h e n o m e n a , drug g e d  by s u r f a c e  p a r a p h r e n a l i a  w h e r e  the 
L a n g u a g e  A r t s  are concerned. It's time we accept that going 
b e l o w  the surface, be y o n d  the black s p o t s  on the page, out
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f r o m  behind our desks, though risky, u n p r e d i c t a b l e , and 
c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  unmea s u r a b l e ,  is what we must do in our 
L a n g u a g e  Art s  classrooms. (For an indictment of 
c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  m e a s u r a b l e  c o n c e p t s  of time —  the Short View 
of Time, v e r s u s  the Long V i e w  of Time, see Apple, 1989.) 
Then, we, like the children, will be language art-ists.
Chris and I w e r e  trying develop artistic e y e s  in 
ourse l v e s ,  to see in c h i l d r e n ' s  a c t i o n s  those q u a l i t i e s  that 
m a y  be v a l u a b l e  for grow i n g  literate c apacities. We learned 
through trial and error that no stock form could serve us 
well. For example, we f r u s t r a t e d  o u r s e l v e s  for weeks trying 
to c a p t u r e  s e p a r a t e  e v a l u a t i v e  f o r m a t s / f o r m s / f r a m e s  for c l a y  
work, for s h a d o w  play, for c o l l a g e  making. We then r e a lized 
that we w e r e  trapping o u r s e l v e s  into b e h a v i o r s  that were 
h i g h l y  imitative of other e v a l u a t i v e  schemes we' d  seen. 
Instead, we deci d e d  to learn new w ays to d e s c r i b e  child 
a c t i o n s  that we e x p e r i e n c e d  as rich with l i t e r a t e / a r t i s t i c  
p o s s i b  i 1 i t y .
Now, we look for q u a l i t i e s  or s e n s i b i l i t i e s  in the 
c h i l d r e n  that appear to c o n t r i b u t e  to meaning making in 
general, and in the L a n g u a g e  Arts and Art in particular. 
T h e s e  q u a l i t i e s  will be c o n s i d e r e d  shortly as "the new 
ba s  i c s ."
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The Classroom as Expressive Organism
The c l a s s r o o m  ca n  be c o m p a r e d  to an e xpressive, living 
o r g a n i s m  just as verbal l a n guage can. Like language, 16 
e xists to give e x p r e s s i o n  to ideas— ideas of the cult u r e  at 
large, of c o m m u n i t i e s  w i t h i n  the classroom, and of 
individuals. (Clearly, 1G ex i s t s  to expr e s s  ideas in n o n ­
verbal ways, however this d i s c u s s i o n  focuses on its 
s p e c i f i c a l l y  linguistic aspects.) If one a c c e p t s  the 
analogy b e t w e e n  the c l a s s r o o m  and language, it is 
a p p r o p r i a t e  and powerful to d e s c r i b e  1G in linguistic 
terminology.
For example, recall that linguists hav e  isolated s e v e n  
f u nctional uses of language: Instrumental, 111 want;"
Regulatory, "Do as I tell you;" Interactional, "Me and you;" 
Personal, "Here I come;" Heuristic, "Tell me why?;" 
Imaginative, " L e t ’s p r e t e n d ! ; "  and Informative, "I've got 
som e t h i n g  to tell you" (Halliday 1973, 57-5S). G i v e n  this 
range of functions, the q u e s t i o n  lurks: Does the c l a s s r o o m  
r e g u l a r l y  honor all language f unctions?
B e c a u s e  Chris s y s t e m m a t i c a l l y  s c h e d u l e s  time for talk 
before, after, and during most c l a s s r o o m  ventures, every 
language use is invited througout the day. (Though I 
suspect all language f u n c t i o n s  occur w i t h i n  the unofficial 
c u r r i c u l u m  —  say in w h i s p e r e d  talk, note passing, and the 
like in 1G, talk is o f f i c i a l l y  val i d a t e d  most times. To be 
sure, c h i l d r e n  still d i s c o v e r  unofficial ways to use
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l a n g u a g e I )
Coding the one h u n d r e d  and t h i r t y  four c h i l d  state m e n t s  
for o n e  typical forty m i n u t e  block p l a y  session d e m o n s t r a t e s  
a c l o s e  corr e s p o n d e n c e ,  bot h  in u s e s  and f r e q u e n c i e s  per 
use, that H a l l i d a y  identifies as typical for y o u n g  c h i l d r e n  
u s i n g  language to learn language. Speci f i c a l l y ,  the six 
b o y s  in one b l o c k  play e v e n t  used R e g u l a t o r y  language for t y -  
six percent of the time, they used I n t e r a c t i o n a l / Imaginative 
language t h i r t y - t h r e e  p e r c e n t  of the time, and they used 
R e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  language nineteen perc e n t  of the time. 
Instrumental a n d  H e u r i s t i c  language eac h  r e p r e s e n t e d  
th i r t e e n  p e r c e n t  of the boys' transactions, and Personal 
l a n guage f u n c t i o n s  served three p e r c e n t  of their exchanges.
This a d m i t t e d l y  t e d i o u s  scheme suggests that the 
c o n d i t i o n s  m o s t  natural for child language g r o w t h  are a l i v e  
and well in t h i s  c l a s s r o o m  if one a c c e p t s  this s l i c e  of 
b e h a v i o r  as typical, as C h r i s  and I do. She c a p i t a l i z e s  on 
c h i l d r e n ' s  n a t u r a l  ways w i t h  language. Talk inside even 
m o r e  "offic i a l l y  academic" events s h a r e s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
s i m i l a r  to t h i s  play e v e n t  simply b e c a u s e  c h i l d r e n  continue 
to converse, in their o w n  ways, throu g h o u t  the school day.
Form f o l l o w s  function. In the c ase of language, 
c h i l d r e n  f i g u r e  ways to figure out language as the c l a s s r o o m  
g i v e s  them the chance. I question a n y  school d a y  that 
s y s t e m m a t i c a l l y  ignores w h o l e  ranges of language functions. 
L i t e r a c y  c u r r i c u l a  need nurt u r e  linguistic flexibility,
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optional Mays to u s e  language to get t h i n g s  done. By 
freeing up c e r t a i n  times for talk in a n d  around d o i n g s  
during the school day, c h i l d r e n  flex t h e i r  d i fferent 
linguistic muscles.
"ChiId— c e n t e r e d ” C a n  Be a S u s p e c t  Term 
" C h i l d - c e n t e r e d "  can b e  an alias for a m u l t i t u d e  of 
q u e s t i o n a b l e  p r a c t i c e s  and unde r l y i n g  p h i l o s o p h i e s .  The 
closer I got to w h a t  c h i l d r e n  were t r y i n g  to do at play, the 
more I thought a b o u t  what d i s t i n g u i s h e s  s i t u a t i o n s  that are 
c h i l d - c e n t e r e d  f r o m  those that profess to be. For example, 
some c l a s s r o o m s  m a s q u e r a d e  a s  c h i l d - c e n t e r e d  by c a r i c a t u r i n g  
c h i l d - l i k e  a ctivities. W h e r e  whole c u r r i c u l u m s  a r e  
p r e d etermined, in effect, t h e y  say, "DO THIS. L E A R N  T HIS—  
but yo u  can do it your way." Free p l a y ,  cutsie worksheets, 
and c u t - ' n - p a s t e  d o i n g s  lure tiny folk toward a d u l t - c e n t e r e d  
c o n c e r n s .
O t h e r  c h i l d - c e n t e r e d  a l i a s e s  m a n i p u l a t e  c h i l d r e n  from 
an o p p o s i t e  angle. They f o r m a l i z e  p l a y  routines to the 
extent they fi z z l e  as play. They cajole, "Express yourself, 
learn wha t  you w ant, but do it according to THE RU L E S :  "Wait 
just a minute, we d o n ’t do that in the kitchen c e n t e r . "  “No 
mixing the b r i s t l e  blocks w i t h  the w o o d e n  ones. W e  are 
o r d e r l y  in the b l o c k  corner." "So y o u ' v e  decided to draw a
pumpkin, Willy! ...Willy, s t a y  inside the lines w h e n  you 
color your pumpkin. And r e m ember Wi l l y ,  we are q uiet when 
we color. "
191
Until we notice and honor what c o n c e r n s  the child, like 
f r i e n d s h i p  co n c e r n e d  Mick, c o o p e r a t i v e  e n v i r o n m e n t s  w e r e  
e s sential to Dawn, and s u s t a i n e d  focus on b lock bases and 
Bogl i n s  c o n c e r n e d  Ed, and until w e  offer the child choice of 
w a y s  to p r o c e e d — p l a y f u l l y  d i s g u i s e d  a c t i v i t i e s  or play 
s t r ipped of its essentials: initiative, imagination, and 
f r e e d o m — we are d o i n g  little m o r e  than s u g a r - c o a t i n g  adult 
a g e n d a .
C h e m i s t s  now m a k e  an artifical compound, "left-handed 
sugar," w h i c h  is sy m m e t r i c a l  to the natural compound, tastes 
the same, e v e n  c ooks the same, but is not accepted by the 
body, not p r o c e s s e d  for nourishment. Ultimately, it's a 
fake. My e x p e r i e n c e  s u g g e s t s  that kids know wh a t ' s  truly 
c h i l d - c e n t e r e d  and w h a t ' s  fake in c l a s s r o o m  practices. I 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  like D y s o n ' s  <1990, 197) term “c h i l d - c r e a t e d "
in c o n t r a s t  to " c h i l d -centered" b e c a u s e  it better g u a r a n t e e s  
child purposes.
L e a r n i n g  H o w  to M ean in School C o m m u n i t i e s  
W h e n  I began this study, I expected to document 
c h i l d r e n ' s  eclectic a p p r o a c h e s  to literacy, e s p e c i a l l y  
writing. Naturally, then, I f o c u s e d  on c h i l d r e n  strug g l i n g  
to mak e  m e a n i n g  in print. M e anwhile, however, I was 
b o m b a r d e d  by visi o n s  of c h i l d r e n  s t r u g g l i n g  e q u a l l y  to mean 
in the d i f f e r e n t  c o m m u n i t i e s  w i t h i n  the first grade. Though 
I never s e n s e d  I w a s  being sidetracked, or that I was losing 
sight of literacy, I did sense that first g r a d e  c h i l d r e n
192
p a s s i o n a t e l y  pu r s u e  w a y s  to m ean in school, and more or less 
w i l l i n g l y  add print to their repertoires, a l o n g  with block 
behavior, table cluster talk, or c o l l a b o r a t i v e  art ventures, 
to m e n t i o n  o n l y  the few c o m m u n i t i e s  I w a t c h e d  closely. I 
d i s c o v e r e d  with the c h i l d r e n  that no two c o m m u n i t i e s  
e x h i b i t e d  identical w a y s  to mean.
Though writ i n g  topics are u s u a l l y  o p e n - e n d e d  in 1G, 
ma k i n g  m e a n i n g  in the writing c o m m u n i t y  is tricky. Its 
r u l e s  skirt idi o s y n c r a s y  and convention, d e p e n d i n g  o n  the 
in d i v i d u a l ' s  purposes, s k i 1 I s - t o - d a t e , among c o u n t l e s s  other 
things. On e  day a s o l u t i o n  like taping a w a t c h  to a p a g e  is 
c h e e r e d  by s o m e  people. Another day, those s a m e  p e o p l e  
c o m p l a i n  there are no spaces b e t w e e n  wards so "your story's 
h ard to read." In addition, as the child g r o w s  more aware 
of writing c o n v e ntions, the w r i t i n g  c o m m u n i t y  imposes even 
m o r e  rules. Fort u n a t e l y ,  a p p r o x i m a t i o n s  a r e  cheered m ore 
loudly than misses are noted, so most c h i l d r e n  b a l a n c e  the 
e x p e c t a t i o n s  in stride. Nonetheless, making meaning in 
w r i t i n g  m eans b a l a n c i n g  t e n s i o n s — even in f i r s t  grade.
Thankfully, perhaps, d i s t i n c t  though f r e q u e n t l y  
u n s p o k e n  r u l e s  exist in the b lock corner. U n l i k e  the 
w r i t i n g  community, in b lock play, one does no t  interrupt 
a n o t h e r  with impugnity. One d o e s  not alw a y s  ask for a block 
as ea s l i y  as asking h o w  to draw a "k." U n l i k e  reading or 
w r i t i n g  s h a r e  time, one joins a block group onl y  at t h e  
be g i n n i n g  of play. And in the b l o c k  corner, a child c a n
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work on o t h e r  agendas m o r e  f r e e l y  since no product is 
expected. R e m e m b e r  h o w  Mick f r e q u e n t l y  used block pla y  to 
improvise w a y s  with f r i e n d s h i p ?  Recall E d ' s  subtle exercise 
of leadership?
The art c o m m u n i t i e s  s u g g e s t e d  new rules. O f t e n  the 
pr o j e c t s  involved g r o u p  work. Fr e q u e n t l y ,  groups w e r e  
intact table clust e r s  instead of freely c h o s e n  like in block 
play, so g i r l s  were included m o r e  than in free p lay  
situations. W h e n  g i r l s  were a part of a group, they 
cr i t i q u e d  war themes, "Some g i r l s  don't like war stories." 
B o y s  in turn a r t i c u l a t e d  their p o s i t i o n s  m a r e  fully. Recall 
Mic k ' s  "Once I killed a turkey..." adventure.
The art c o m m u n i t y  s t i m u l a t e d  talk of e s s e n c e s  mor e  than 
other comm u n i t i e s ,  I think. (Though I'd never sugg e s t  
ch i l d r e n ' s  t h o u g h t s  w e r e  less c o n s t r u c t i v e ,  at o ther times, 
during art, they were inclined to a r t i c u l a t e  t h o ughts  
verbally.) It's tricky to s p e c u l a t e  on essences! However, 
I suspect that since f e w  rules of any kind s u r r o u n d e d  
ar t making a c t s  in 1G, and since many p r o j e c t s  were 
co l l a b o r a t i v e ,  c h i l d r e n  took s t a b s  at e x p l a i n i n g  to each 
o ther the m a n y  d i fferent things they w e r e  trying to do. And 
these d i f f e r e n t  p u r p o s e s — like Daw n  trying to make patterns 
s h e  learned in math w ith her tissue turkey tail, like Mick 
trying to m a k e  friends in nearly every art and free play 
s i t u a t i o n  I w a t c h e d — f r e q u e n t l y  appeared m o r e  complex than 
the ones i n t ended by the curriculum.
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I suspect, too, that c h i l d r e n ' s  di f f e r e n t  p u r p o s e s  —  
e s p e c i a l l y  o n e s  that take s h a p e  as fairly c o nsistent
p a t t e r n s  of behavioi are p r e r e q u i s i t e s  to their first grade
school s u c c e s s  and s i g n a l s  to us that need be heeded.
Recall Ed's need to work on one topic for four months,
M i c k ' s  need to s weep the c l a s s r o o m  for r e s o u r c e s  whe n  he 
writes, B r i a n ' s  need to a r b i t r a t e  dissen t i o n .
No mat t e r  how a c u t e  our p e r c e p t i o n s  of c h i l d r e n ’s 
p u r p o s e s  might be, c h i l d r e n  are d e f i n i t e l y  c o n t e x t-hopping,  
moving among different, s o m e t i m e s  distinct, g e n e r a l l y  su b t l e 
r u l e - b o u n d  c o m m u n i c a t i v e  c o m m u n i t i e s  in first grade. In so 
doing, they ar e  b e c o m i n g  c o n t e x t - l i t e r a t e ,  reading 
s ituations, p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  and people. T h a t ' s  important 
life work. (See also E l i z a b e t h  C h i s e r i - S t r a t e r ’s (1990) 
simi l a r  find i n g  for c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s  as they move among 
v a r i o u s  w r i t i n g - i n t e n s i v e  d i s c i p l i n e s  in their majors.)
L i t e r a c y  L e a r n i n g  Is S y s t e m i c  and C o o p e r a t i v e  
C h i l d r e n  coopt e c l e c t i c  m e a n i n g - m a k i n g  syst e m s  to 
r each their e x p r e s s i v e  goals. They are natural 
t r a n s m e diators. C h i l d r e n  hav e  yet to p r i v i l e g e  one literacy 
over another, or to specialize. E v e r y t h i n g  counts for them.
In turn, new things need to count for us in w a t c h i n g 
them, a p p r e c i a t i n g  their purposes, their resources, their 
l i t erate progress. We need guard against a r t i f i c i a l l y  
s e p a r a t i n g  s y s t e m s  and inhibiting the child, like Chris was 
t e m p o r a r i l y  led to do w hen M i c k ' s  p a r e n t s  insisted s h e  "come
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d o w n  harder." His b a c k w a r d s  book suggests a f r u s t r a t i o n  
w i t h  limited meaning m a k i n g  r esources. Instead of his 
funct i o n a l  r e p e r t o i r e  o f  inquiry, a sed e n t a r y  one was 
imposed on h i m  and it backfired.
How d o e s  a teacher find a w a y  into eve n  a few of the 
v a r i o u s  m e a n i n g  syst e m s  operating s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  for a n y  
c h i l d ?  If w e  are to o p e n  the lens wider, w h a t  do we look 
f o r ?  C h r i s  and I found two helpful tools: the Parent 
Q u e s t i o n n a i r e  we d e v e l o p e d  together, and a conc e p t u a l  f r a m e  
I consider w h e n  looking at c l a s s r o o m  meaning making acts. 




X . PI Ay- hab i t*
(•Jhat does child choose to do ihost often? Describe,
uihat does child appear to dislike?
Does child prefer to play with others/alone? Describe.
2, Read i ng/Ur i t i ng experiences
Describe earliest reading experiences, favorite 
book(s ) .
Does child like to be read to? Hon often? Por haw 
long?
Does child look at books on her/his own?
If so, how does child "look'4 at books
independent Iy?*
Describe earliest writing experiences.
Does your child write yet?
If so, what does s/he wfite (i.e., letters, name, 
words, sentences, stories, etc.)?
Any second language experiences?
3. Favorite toys, recordings, TV shows
t*, Artifacts
What has the child made at home? Any demonstrations 
of "taste" in clothing, room arrangement, color, etc.?
S. Interests
Sports, music, art, dance, gymnastics, and so on.
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Parent Q u e s t i o n n a i r e  C o n t i n u e d
6 . Haw Mould you characteriz> your child as 4 learner7 For
example, does s/he prefer to work with others, talk while 
working, move actively about as s/he works or listens, 
handle things as s/he investigates then, stick to one 
project for lonq periods or change projects 
frequently? Does the child prefer to practice new things 
in private or public? And so on,
7. Other. Are there patterns of meaning-making that you
recognize in your child that might help us make first 
Qrade a more comfortable, joyful,'and more natural place 
for your child to learn?
P a r e n t s  know so much that ca n  help us help their c h i l d r e n  in 
first grade. We found them g e n e r o u s  in response, and 
g r a t e f u l  for the ch a n c e  to c o m m u n i c a t e  with us in these 
w a y s .
T h e  second useful tool was a c o n c e p t u a l  one. B e l o w  is 
a s k e t c h  of the t h r e e - c o l o r e d  lens "camera" that I f ound 
g e n e r a t i v e  (Figure S). For each child, I c o n c e p t u a l i z e d  the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a m o n g  the s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  f u n c t i o n s  of 
language; the a r tifacts, i.e., reading, writing, or art 
p r oducts; and the rhyt h m s  or idiosyncratic work patterns.
Fi g u r e  S
Dynamic Levels of Meaning Making
L a n g u a g e  F u n c t i o n s
Ar t i facts
P a t t e r n s / R h y t h m s
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I imag i n e  m y s e l f  viewing the child through all three 
lenses at an y  one time and I ask:
H o w  is s/he u sing language?
Wha t  is s/he trying to make?
H o w  is s/he u sing time and space to do it?
The linguistic lens h e l p s  me no t i c e  the c h i l d ’s functional 
f lexibility, how many way s  s/he knows how to talk about 
things. T h e  artifactual lens h elps me a p p r e c i a t e  the 
p r o d u c t s  the child is making, be they stories, clay figures, 
fr i e n dships, dramatic improvisations, peaceful working 
c o n d i tions, and the like. The r h y t h m s / p a t t e r n s  lens tunes 
m e  in to the c h i l d ’s way s  through time and s pace in the 
c 1a s s r o o m .
Generally, what 1 see through one or two lenses stri k e s  
me as more s i g n i f i c a n t  than another. It is this c o m b i n a t i o n  
of sights, or insights, that I would name f o r /with the 
child, and work with at that time. I r e m e m b e r  the look on 
B r i a n ’s face the day he and I named his project: peacemaker. 
He kept that idea in mind for mo n t h s  a p p a r e n t l y  b e c a u s e  his 
p a r e n t s  m e n t i o n e d  his c o m m e n t i n g  on it at home. They, too, 
agreed that B rian fit that role on his s p o r t s  teams. At 
last, I b e l i e v e d  home and school wer e  c o n n e c t i n g  for Brian.
The New Basics: Literate Sensibilities that Cut across
Meaning-Making Acts
The n e w  b a s i c s  sugg e s t  we offer c h i l d r e n  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  
to be P r o b l e m  Posers, Initiators, Problem Solvers, to 
e x p l o r e  levels of s y m b o l i c  involvment -in d i v e r s e  forms. We
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need giv e  them o p p o r t u n i t i e s  to respond to others, to ideas, 
to contexts, c h a n c e s  to "read situ a t i o n s , "  and of course to 
s e 1f - e v a 1u a t e .
Then, in turn, we'll b e g i n  to d e s c r i b e  c h i l d r e n  in 
light of these s e n s i b i l i t e s  a c r o s s  contexts. W e 11 1 consider 
their m e a n i n g  making gestures, their talk, work p a t t e r n s  and 
rhythms per community. Instead of a rush to e v a l u a t e  their 
power over print, p e r h a p s  w e'll p r i v i l e g e  thinking, meaning 
making, e x p r e s s i o n  and c o m m u n i c a t i o n  wherever, in whatever 
form(s) they o c c u r . We'll ask them and ourselves, "What's 
h a p p e n i n g  here? Wha t  are you trying to do ?  W h a t ' s  new?"
Even whe n  we a r e  s u s p i c i o u s  that a c h i l d  is s i m p l y  
imitating video g a m e  plots, for example, we need to discover 
the c h i l d ’s purposes. How p o w e r f u l l y  I c a m e  to resp e c t  what 
I b e l i e v e d  were skimpy, f o r m u l a i c  plots o n c e  I apprec i a t e d  
the boys w e r e  invested in the action, in the m i d dles, not 
b e g i n n i n g s  and ends. I s u s p e c t e d  that B r i a n  was trapped 
into ra c k e t  stories largely b e c a u s e  he w a s  in the habit of 
writing a b o u t  what h e  could d r a w  well. It seemed that his 
intentions and ours wer e  out o f  sync. O n c e  C hris and I saw 
how p r o l i f i c  his s c i e n c e  w r i t i n g  was c o m p a r e d  wit h  his 
rocket stories, we attemped to shift his i n tentions from 
drawing w h a t  he c o u l d  draw to describing his recent vivid 
class experiences. For weeks, Brian a b a n d o n e d  h i s  rocket 
stories and immersed himself in Rotten J a c k  journaling. He 
appeared m o r e  c o n f i d e n t  d u r i n g  this w r i t i n g  than during the
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rocket projects.
N e v e r  did I talk with a c h i l d  who did not hav e  a 
p u r p o s e  for what s / h e  was trying to do. S o m e t i m e s  I urged a 
shift in purpose, m ore often, I shifted my own. Always, I 
needed to hang around long en o u g h  to e a v e s d r o p  and figure 
things out.
Questions about Literacy Ultimately Embrace Questions of 
Learning and Thinkino
P l a y f u l  L i t e r a c y  is an attempt to cr e d i t  c h i l d r e n — at 
the v e r y  l east— for what is visi b l e  about their thinking.
As Do n  G r a v e s  s u g g e s t e d  to me, this s t o r y  is an "external 
N o t e b o o k s  of the W i n d .11 In N o t e b o o k s  of the M i n d . V e r a  
J o h n - S t e i n e r  (1985) s t u d i e d  " e x p e r i e n c e d  thinkers" and 
showed p o w e r f u l l y  that w h i l e  "inner s p e e c h — and 'inner 
speech' w r i t i n g  of the kind recorded in V i r g i n i a  W o o l f ' s  
d i a r y — h a s  b een s t u d i e d  by others, c o n d e n s e d  thought across 
several m o d a l i t i e s  ha d  not b e e n  noted befo r e "  (215).
Playful literacy, I hope, d o c u m e n t s  "condensed thought 
across several m o d a l ities" by first g r a d e  t h i n k e r s — who are 
not i n e x p e r i e n c e d  thinkers, nor " e x p e rienced t h i n k e r s " — just 
thinkers.
Relations of Power Surface in Anv Educative Venture
P o w e r  rel a t i o n s  c o n front any study, but p a r t i c u l a r l y  a 
study that admits to b eing advocacy. Q u e s t i o n s  arise: Whose 
meaning is it anyway? What c o n s t i t u t e s  c u r r i c u l u m ?  What is 
know l e d g e ?  W hose k n o w l e d g e  coun t s ?  Who is in power?
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Surely, kn o w l e d g e  is never neutral, but a l w a y s  c o nnected to 
r e l a t i o n s  of power.
A driv i n g  q u e s t i o n  for me has b e e n — Who owns access to 
what k n owledge? E a r l y  in my d a t a  collection, I sent dear 
f r i e n d s  a letter d e s c r i b i n g  my concerns. An excerpt follows 
f rom that December 1988 letter:
Dear Chips and Harry,
...So, what s p e c i f i c a l l y  am I looking for? I am 
i nterested in what q u a l i t i e s  c o n s t i t u t e  and c o n t r i b u t e  
to literate behaviors. Most of the r e s e a r c h  I've read 
f o c u s e s  on w ays of talking, listening, reading, and 
writing. Surely, these b e h a v i o r s  are the most obvious, 
and those most d i r e c t l y  a s s o c i a t e d  with what we know as
literacy. But, I am interested in e x p a n d i n g  the not i o n
o f  literacy so that we c a n  value addit i o n a l  b e h a v i o r s  
that I think may be e ven m o r e  fundamental. And surely, 
b y  arguing that m ore k i n d s  of b e h a v i o r s  need be
c o n s i d e r e d  part of literacy, we o p e n  up m ore w ays into
it— we offer a m ore d e m o c r a t i c  a c c e s s  to it.
I've b e e n  d i s a p p o i n t e d  by what I think ar e  limited 
c o n c e p t i o n s  of l i t erate b e h a v i o r — those that place 
v e r b o c e n t r i c  acts an p e d a s t a l s  and r e l e g a t e  non-verbal, 
or i n c i d entally verbal acts to a lower intellectual 
domain. I'm c o n t i n u a l l y  amazed at the faith writing 
t e a c h e r s  h a v e  placed in brainst o r m i n g .  The teacher 
invites the s t u d e n t s  to m a k e  lists of ideas, phrases, 
s e ntences, w h o l e  paragr a p h s ,  etc., in order to get 
writ i n g  going. In my e xperience, those who could use 
s o m e  p r o m p t s  for w r i t i n g  a«-e p r e c i s e l y  those for whom 
w o r d s  aren't f o r t h c o m i n g  in any form! So, those that 
k n o w  how c o n t i n u e  to succeed, and those who don't 
flounder and feel incompetent.
...Uhat I'm s t r u g g l i n g  to suggest is that schools 
h a v e  limited the ac c e s s  to the literacy gam e  by 
c o n s t r u c t i n g  na r r o w  g a t e s  to the playing field. Only 
t hose who can fit through play i n g  by verbal rules mak e  
it through s u ccessful 1y ; o t h e r s  s q u e e z e  by or not, but 
in either case, see t h e m s e l v e s  as less c a p a b l e  e arly in 
the game and f r e q u e n t l y  lose ground evermore....
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If C h i p s  and Harry w e r e  agog w ith my r a mblings, they never 
let on. (Friends of d i s s e r t a t i o n  writers a r e  among the 
long-suffering. Add to that list family and c o mmittee 
m embers, to m e n t i o n  o n l y  the o b v i o u s 1.) At a n y  rate, 
r e s e a r c h  n eeds to c h a l l e n g e  the status quo.
Chris and I b e c a m e  c o l l a b o r a t o r s  in our worldview. It 
is not a n o t h e r ' s  w orld view. It is offered as one s e c t i o n  
of the theoretical map q u a l i t a t i v e  r e s e a r c h e r s  are p i e c i n g  
together in search for our GUT (grand u n i f i c a t i o n  theory, to 
p l a g i a r i z e  fro m  physics!) for literacy learning. What we 
h o p e  will be seen by others, however, is that the langu a g e  
art s  c l a s s r o o m  needs to support and c e l e b r a t e  the child on 
all levels of meaning making. This means that we must ask, 
Ho w  man y  w a y s  are a v a i l a b l e  for this child to make m e a n i n g ?  
b e f o r e  we ask, What d o e s  this c h i l d  know?
Both C h r i s  and I are s y m p a t h e t i c  with a n y o n e  who is 
o v e r w h e l m e d  by the sheer q u a n t i t y  of data, e x p e r i e n c e s  
noticed, and the like, per child. Teachers c o u l d  not 
p o s s i b l y  keep track of what a researcher ma y  noticed per 
c a s e  s t u d y  child for w hole c l a s s r o o m s  of children.
T e a c h e r s  can, however, refine their "seeing" in order to 
z oom in on fringe children, those who are on either ends of 
teachers' concerns: the "crackers," like Brian, or the 
d e c i d e d l y  advanced, like Dawn. And any o t h e r s  who are 
m y steries, or wanders.
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D i r e c t i o n s  -for F u t u r e  R e s e a r c h
M y s t e r i e s  and w o n d e r s  remain for me. I wonder if 
a r t m a k i n g  has t h e  potential to blur gender
g h e t t o s / c o m m u n i t i e s  in s c h o o l s ?  (See Best 19B3 for o m i n o u s 
i m p l i c a t i o n s  of peer g roup a f f i l i a t i o n  and a c a d e m i c  
standing.) I w o n d e r  about the the r o l e / c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  
c h i l d r e n ' s  s t o r i e s  and p r i m i t i v e  m y t h m a k i n g  a c r o s s  cultures. 
I w o n d e r  what an e x p r e s s i v e  po r t f o l i o  be like if it 
re p r e s e n t e d  v a r i e d  l i t e r a c i e s  wit h i n  clay, s h a d o w  play, 
writing, reading, talk, and the like?
I want to kno w  how m e a n i n g  m a k e r s  in d i f f e r e n t  art 
f o r m s — dance, sculpture, music, a r c h i t e c t u r e , painting, 
interior d e c o r ating, hair design, landscapers, tai chi 
experts, and the like— c o u l d  lend insights into aesthetic  
kn o w i n g ?  Might refl e c t i n g  o n  such know i n g  in o ther people, 
and in o u r s e l v e s — talking about it, reading and s o m etimes  
w r i t i n g  about it— excite c e r t a i n  s t u d e n t s  in o u r  reading and 
w r i t i n g  c l a s s e s  who o t h e r w i s e  may tur n  off? C h r i s  and I 
admit that this study is a form of r e s i s t a n c e  to an 
e d u c a t i o n  that until now s y s t e m m a t i c a l l y  e x c l u d e d  these way s  
of knowing, w a y s  that are real, powerful, e v e n  essential for 
us.
F u n d a m e n t a l l y ,  I w a n d e r  about two critical issues: C a n
t e a c h e r s  find w a y s  to a r t i c u l a t e  the values, skills, 
attitudes, u n d e r s t a n d i n g s ,  and p a s s i o n s  that a r e  d e veloped  
by a m u l t i - 1 i t e r a c i e s  a p p r o a c h  to literacy? An d  if so,
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Mould the public expand its e x p e c t a t i o n s  for what is basic 
for s c h o o l i n g ?  For the s a k e  of the c h i l d r e n  in our 
classr o o m s ,  I think we must b r a v e  the a d m i t t e d l y  uphill 
b a t t l e .
Fi n ally, there was the wonder of Stephen, the child who 
f ueled the e a r l y  thinking for this work. S t e p h e n  was a 
first g r a d e r  for whom our v e r s i o n  of the writing process was 
not w o r king. His first da y  of school, he zoomed into the 
c lassroom, arms akimbo, e y e s  on a d i s t a n t  vision, motors 
running. He c i r c l e d  the r o o m  like a landing s t r i p  then 
glided to a landing on the rug. C h r i s  and I e x c h a n g e d  
c a u t i o u s  g l a n c e s  and w o n d e r e d  what w a s  next.
E v e n  into late October, no amount of c a j o l i n g  could 
n udge S t e p h e n  to print. What we e v e n t u a l l y  d i s c o v e r e d  
d uring S t e p h e n ' s  parent i n t erview was that he had been 
involved in c o m m u n i t y  theater since he was a toddler. For 
him, s t o r y  meant acting it out b e f o r e  a live audience. He 
was e a g e r  to p a r t i c i p a t e  in storying whene v e r  the c o n d i t i o n s  
allo w e d  h i m  to improvise o r a l l y  and p hysically, and make his 
a u d i e n c e  laugh.
O n e  da y  as he told a s t o r y  about tankers (war planes) 
to the class, c o m p l e t e  with his h a n d m a d e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  paper 
plane and a c c o m p a n y i n g  actions, C h r i s  w r o t e  dow n  his words. 
She h a n d e d  them to him w hen he finished. He a p p e a r e d  to be 
moved to see his story in print. W h e t h e r  or not Stephen 
could imagine s t o r y  with o u t  p e r f o r m i n g  it, we k n e w  that he
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Mould not willingly. And we were d e t e r m i n e d  to honor his 
p r e f e r r e d  way s  of thinking and keep his joyful spirit of 
i n v ention a l i v e  and well. So, for months, Stephen w a s  
invited to build planes, m ove a r o u n d  with them, and to share 
his oral s t o r i e s  about them. His e a r liest n e a r - v o l u n t a r y  
a c c o m m o d a t i o n  to print w a s  the da y  he agreed to "print the 
d e s t r u c t i o n s "  for making the p l a n e  so other children could 
m ake o n e  too *
Grad u a l l y ,  willingly, S t e p h e n  added m o r e  print to his 
stories. L ate in the year, I s t u mbled a c r o s s  this p a g e  in 
one of his b o o k s  (Figure 3):
Figure 3
“I am flying with my hands."
. s..
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I w a s  stun n e d  that S t e p h e n  not o n l y  imagined planes, but 
that S t e p h e n  was a p l a n e  wi t h i n  his imaginings. I dread 
thinking what might h a v e  be c o m e  of him had C h r i s  insisted 
that he re m a i n  on his bu m  and think in w o r d s  alone.
Now w h e n  I look at a literacy classroom, I look for a 
junk corner with found m a t e r i a l s  for p e o p l e  to "doodle 
around" with. I r e m e m b e r  as k i n g  Ed as he pl a y e d  with blocks 
d u r i n g  language arts, "Do you know what y o u ' r e  b u i lding 
b e f o r e  you begin?"
He said, "Not really. I just do o d l e  around, you know?"
Now, I do know.
Now I look for f ound m a t e r i a l s  such as clay, pastel 
c rayons, m a t erial pieces, yarn, c a rdboard, styrofoam, 
blocks, a d r e s s - u p  drawer, and music. The day Ash l e y  asked 
if s h e  could do her p a g e  over, "Because she didn't let the 
music in," sug g e s t e d  to me the meaning p o t ential of varied 
e x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h i n  the classroom, whether or not I ca n 
c o n n e c t  these d i r ectly to writ i n g  that e nds up in the 
f o l d e r .
Surely we share a vested interest in leading p e r s o n s  to 
words, but I'm worried about any literacy c l a s s r o o m  or 
c u r r i c u l u m  that p r i v i l e g e s  words at the e x p e n s e  of m u l t i p l e  
forms for thinking. I worry.: Who are we si l e n c i n g  by a 
n a r r o w  focus on words? How free is c h o i c e  if choice fails 
to include dif f e r e n t  forms for mean i n g  m a k i n g ?
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